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Introduction:
Domestic Abuse Across the Lifespan:
The Role of Occupational Therapy

This volume, Domestic Abuse Across the Lifespan: The Role of
Occupational Therapy, was written to introduce a compilation of ar-
ticles related to domestic violence. The profession of occupational
therapy is poised to assume a position of leadership in working with
victims of domestic abuse; however, many practitioners lack the skills
and confidence needed to be effective with these emergent popula-
tions. This special publication provides a comprehensive overview of
domestic abuse across the lifespan as well as theoretical and practical
roles for occupational therapists.

The articles in this book cover a broad spectrum of domestic abuse
including child abuse, intimate partner domestic violence and elder
abuse. Most of the authors completed their work while graduate stu-
dents in occupational therapy. All of the contributors provided feed-
back to each other during the development of this publication, which
aided in consistency and comprehensiveness. Their articles overlap
and the reader will find frequent references between individual ar-
ticles. For educational purposes this document may be used in its
entirety or each individual article may be used separately for specific
populations. For that reason, the reader will notice occasional repeti-
tion of factual material between separate articles. Every attempt has
been made to keep this repetition to a minimum.

Hart 1 of this volume presents background knowledge necessary to

[Haworth co-indexing entry note]: ““Introduction: Domestic Abuse Across the Lifespan: The Role of
Occupational Therapy.” Helfrich, Christine A. Co-published simultaneously in Occupational Therapy in
Mental Health (The Haworth Press, Inc.) Vol. 16, No. 3/4, 2001, pp. 1-3; and: Domestic Abuse Across the
Lifespan: The Role of Occupational Therapy (ed: Christine A. Helfrich) The Haworth Press, Inc., 2001,
pp. 1-3. Single or multiple copies of this article are available for a fee from The Haworth Document
Delivery Service [1-800-342-9678, 9:00 a.m. - 5:00 p.m. (EST). E-mail address: getinfo@haworthpressinc.
com].

© 2001 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved. 1



2 DOMESTIC ABUSE ACROSS THE LIFESPAN

understand domestic abuse and the challenge of occupational thera-
pists working with this population. The prevalence and demography
of child abuse, partner violence and elder abuse are discussed in the
first article. Discussion of the results of a research study, which sur-
veyed occupational therapists to determine their knowledge and atti-
tudes about domestic violence, follows.

[Part 11 presents three articles discussing the role of occupational
therapy working with victims of domestic violence. First, a framework
for assessment and intervention is presented with case illustrations.
Next, a student program developed to provide services to children who
have been raised in abusive families is described. Finally, the role of
occupational therapy as advocate for victims is illustrated through a
case example provided by the director of a rape and domestic violence
coalition.

[Part 1M1 consists of three case applications illustrating the role of
occupational therapy. The first article discusses and illustrates the role
of occupational therapy on an inpatient rehabilitation unit with the
child victim of Shaken Baby Syndrome and his family. Next, a case is
presented illustrating the Occupational Therapy Psychosocial Assess-
ment of Learning (OTPAL) with a child witness of domestic violence
seen during a fieldwork rotation in a Before and After School Program
for homeless abused families. Finally, the Occupational Therapy Elder
Abuse Checklist is introduced with a case study demonstrating how
the checklist was used to uncover elder abuse in a home health setting.

Together, this collection of articles provides the reader with a prim-
er on domestic abuse across the lifespan. It is my hope that these
articles will challenge therapists to examine their own beliefs and
attitudes towards victims of abuse. The material and cases should raise
readers’ awareness of their attitudes and biases related to violence in
our society. Through this awareness, therapists can change their prac-
tice to encompass the vast numbers of individuals who have been
victimized. This victimization impacts their ability to function and to
participate in desired, necessary and valued roles. These are certainly
the concerns of occupational therapy. Occupational therapists must
embrace these concerns and develop the skills needed to effectively
empower individuals to engage in restoring function and involvement
in life roles. It is only through empowerment that survivors of domes-
tic abuse will develop the skills needed to live independently and to
teach their children to communicate through non-violent means.
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6 DOMESTIC ABUSE ACROSS THE LIFESPAN

SUMMARY. Domestic abuse has reached epidemic proportions in the
United States. Occupational therapists working in many ditferent settings
will encounter children, adults, elders and individuals with disabilities
who have experienced intimate violence and abuse. This article presents
common definitions and illustrative examples of each type of violence.
Issues related to the difticulty inherent in identifying victims of abuse are
discussed with an elaboration of indicators that are likely to be seen by
an occupational therapist in the clinical setting. Risk factors for becom-
ing a victim or an abuser for each population group and the effects of
violence on victims are presented. A brief discussion of the legal and eth-
ical implications of identifying and treating abuse victims concludes the
article. [Article copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document Deliv-
ery Service: 1-800-342-9678. E-mail address: <getinfo@haworthpressinc.com>
Website: thttp://www.HaworthPress.com> © 2001 by The Haworth Press, Inc.
All rights reserved.]

KEYWORDS. Domestic abuse, child abuse, domestic violence, elder
abuse, occupational therapy and ethics

INTRODUCTION

Violence is a public health epidemic that impacts the field of occu-
pational therapy. Of special concern within the larger problem of
violence and injury are domestic violence against women and chil-
dren, abuse of the elderly, and abuse and neglect of those with a
disability. While no accurate estimate of the scale of domestic violence
is available, imputations based on available evidence suggest a prob-
lem of considerable magnitude. For example, approximately half of all
homicides involve individuals known to each other (Reiss & Roth,
1993) and abuse is the leading cause of death among infants and
children (Peterson & Brown, 1994; Bethea, 1999). According to the
National Crime Victimization Survey, approximately three-fourths of
all violent events (e.g., rapes and assaults) involve an intimate or
relative (U.S. Department of Justice, 1994). Injury is more likely to be
sustained when assault involves an intimate, underscoring that domes-
tic battery is a major vector for injury among women (Rosenberg &
Mercy, 1991). Women, children, and the elderly appear to be at height-
ened risk for violent injury and a principal dynamic appears to be
domestic abuse (U.S. Department of Justice, 1997). The Centers for
Disease Control (CDC) estimated that 34% of American women are
assaulted each year (CDC, 1993).
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