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(ABSTRACT)

Lifetime sexual and physical victimization history was
examined within a shelter sample (N = 30) and outpatient
sample (N = 13) of battered women. Participants reported
complex and varied lifetime victimization histories with 71%
of women reporting a childhood experience of physical abuse
and 53% of women reporting a childhood experience of sexual
abuse. Lifetime victimization histories were then examined as
predictors of functioning within three domains: general
psychological distress, intrapersonal functioning, and
interpersonal functioning. General psychological distress was
an important measure of psychological adaptation which was
specifically 1linked to the severity of more recent
victimization, including current sexual abuse and interim
physical abuse. Difficulties with identity development, low
self-worth, and (at the trend 1level) difficulties with
intimacy and symptoms of borderline personality received some
support as 1long-term outcomes following childhood abuse,
specifically experiences of chronic childhood physical
abuse.These findings suggest that the type of outcome may be

differentially associated with the type, onset, and



combination of abuse experiences.
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Introduction

Responses of both acute and long-term psychological
distress have been noted following experiences of
interpersonal violence. These experiences include rape and
nonsexual assault (Kilpatrick, Saunders, Veronen, Best, &
Von, 1987; Steketee & Foa, 1987), childhood sexual abuse
(Finkelhor, 1990), childhood physical abuse (Kazdin, Moser,
Colbus, & Bell, 1985), and spousal (domestic) assault (Sato
& Heiby, 1991). Historically, conceptualizations of
psychological distress following victimization have been
subsumed under the rubric of crisis theory, which posits a
return to normality six to eight weeks after the
victimization (Gilmartin-Zena, 1985). Therefore,
elucidation of the type and course of outcome following such
experiences has been predicated on standardized measures in
the domain of stressor-generic and usually, acute forms of
psychopathology, (e.g. Beck Depression Inventory,
generalized measures of anxiety and fear).

Clearly, reports of distress on these measures are
pronounced when assessment occurs proximate to the violent
stressor. For example, in a sample of rape victims assessed
four weeks after the assault, 43% of the sample met Research
Diagnostic Criteria for major depressive disorder (Frank &
Stewart, 1984). However, after an initial depressive spike
in the wake of the crisis, three month assessment revealed a
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significant decrease in depressive symptomatology and
subsequently, mood stabilization at 6 and 12 months post-
rape (Frank & Stewart, 1984). In contrast, these measures
really obfuscate the question about the long-term response
to victimization since they, by design, are principally
tapping acute, reactive, and crisis-oriented symptomatology.
Perhaps there are some additional abuse-related outcomes
which are not being tapped by these stressor-generic

measures.



Review of Literature

Abuse-related measures and Long-term outcomes

One can not talk about abuse-specific outcomes without
first mentioning the trauma-specific diagnosis, post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Post-traumatic stress
disorder includes symptoms of re-experienciﬁg of the
traumatic event, avoidance of stimuli associated with the
event or affective constriction, and increased autonomic
arousal following exposure to an extreme stressor (American
Psychiatric Association, 1987). In the domain of
interpersonal violence, PTSD is prevalent in victims of
stranger rape (Kilpatrick, Saunders, Veronen, Best, & Von,
1987), spousal assault (Houskamp & Foy, 1991; Kemp,
Rawlings, & Green, 1991), and criminal assault (Kilpatrick
et al., 1987). Post-traumatic stress disorder can be acute
in nature with PTSD incidence rates reported by up to 94% of
a sample of rape victims a couple of weeks after the assault
(cited in Foa, Rothbaum, Riggs, & Murdock, 1991). However,
PTSD can also be a persistent long-term outcome, often
referred to as chronic PTSD, with up to 70 % of a sample of
rape victims meeting criteria for PTSD after a mean of nine
months post-rape (range = 6 months - 3 years) (0O’Gorman &
Sayers, 1991). These findings suggest that PTSD may
comprise an trauma-specific, long-term outcome- at least for
some people who have experienced some kinds of extreme
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stressors. It is these qualifications that must be examined
in greater detail.

The likelihood of developing PTSD increases when one
has experienced an overwhelming event under conditions of
danger, perceived life threat, and a great deal of force
(Finkelhor, 1987; Kilpatrick, Saunders, Amick-Mcmullan,
Best, Veronen, & Resnick, 1989). Not surprisingly, these
conditions (danger, perceived life threat, force) typify the
experiences which reliably result in PTSD: stranger rape,
domestic assault, and criminal assault, and some extreme
forms of childhood physical abuse. However, there 1is
growing empirical and theoretical evidence that PTSD
comprises only a piece of the distress outcome spectrum
following some forms of interpersonal violence.

For example, childhood sexual abuse is usually not
perpetrated under such conditions of danger and perceived
life threat (Finkelhor, 1987). 1In fact, as Finkelhor (1987)
has pointed out, many forms of sexual abuse comprise more of
a "relationship", than a circumscribed "situation". This
relationship/victimization often occurs over a period of
time and the perpetration may be completed by gradually
shaping the victim’s cooperation, resulting in relatively
little objective force.

Empirical findings appear to support this distinction.
In one nonclinical sample of women sexually abused as
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children, 4 % meet DSM-III-R criteria for current PTSD,
whereas 17% met criteria for PTSD at some time in the past
(Greenwald & Leitenberg, 1990). Similarly, the likelihood
of developing PTSD following childhood sexual abuse
increases when the abuse is characterized by high frequency,
long duration, use of special favors (in exchange for
abuse), use of force, and perception of life threat
(Rodriguez, Ryan, Rowan, & Foy, 1991). Therefore, when
sexual abuse begins to resemble stranger rape or criminal
assault, e.g. greater force and coercion, danger and
perceived threat to life, the likelihood of developing PTSD
increases. However, when sexual abuse does not embody these
characteristics the incidence of PTSD is relatively low.
These findings suggest that the search for abuse-related
outcomes may have to be broadened to reflect enduring
effects of abuse. These outcomes may also need to be
expanded to reflect dynamics associated with different kinds
of abuse experiences. Specifically, childhood sexual abuse
may occasion an outcome trajectory that is, at least in
part, distinct from PTSD.

Sexual -abuse long-term outcomes

When reviewing the literature on the long-term impact
of childhood sexual abuse, Finkelhor (1988) noted that,
"standardized tests in general are not sensitive to more
subtle forms of discomfort and difficulty, and are often
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ill-suited to measure some effects associated with the
experience of sexual molestation as a child" (p. 274). This
observation leads one to ask, what are the more subtle
and/or stressor-related effects?

A recent meta-analytic study (Weaver, 1992), which
included studies measuring a variety of psychological
distress outcomes following experiences of interpersonal
violence, offered some clues to answering this critical
question. Some psychological distress outcomes,
specifically borderline personality disorder and
dissociative disorder, significantly discriminated
individuals with a history of severe childhood physical and
sexual abuse from individuals without these experiences,
even after many years had elapsed since the victimization.
This finding raises the possibility that these psychiatric
disorders may comprise a more sensitive long-term indicator
of abuse-related effects. However, this interpretation is
compromised by the fact that a comprehensive victimization
history, including an assessment of both childhood and
recent victimization, and the temporal emergence of the
symptoms was not included in the studies with these
findings. This omission raises the possibility that a more
recent victimization is accounting for the effects,
confounding the conclusion of a long-term/sexual abuse-
specific effect. Nevertheless, a conceptual link between
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these outcomes and chronic and/or severe childhood sexual
and nonsexual violence supports their inclusion as abuse-
related outcomes.

Briere and Runtz (1988), among others (see Herman,
Perry, & Van der Kolk, 1989) posited that dissociation,
initially is used as a coping technique when one is
confronted with extreme stressors. This strategy can then
generalize as a strategy to avoid other aversive or anxiety
provoking situations. Conceptually, borderline personality
disorder (BPD), while a rather extreme form of psychological
distress, can be placed in a more general context. That is,
assessment of BPD represents one measure which attempts to
assess inter- and intrapersonal processes. Placed within
this more general context, both intra- and interpersonal
themes would appear to be a very relevant and highly under-
researched domain of assessment following experiences of
interpersonal violence. 1In fact, these relationship
patterns and intrapsychic phenomena may comprise the fiber
of "pathology" after the acute crisis symptomatology has
dissipated.

Moreover, the domain of intra- and interpersonal
functioning may be particularly important to consider
following childhood sexual abuse. Like the other forms of
interpersonal violence, not only is a relationship violation
endemic to the perpetration of the victimization, but in
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many cases this violation will be chronic, often occurring
over many years. Concomitantly, the relationship violation
is being committed during an important time for development
of self and conceptualization of self in relationship to
others. Interestingly, Finkelhor’s (1988) hypothesis about
sexual -abuse related outcomes dovetails with this
hypothesis. Finkelhor’s premise is that sexual abuse alters
a child’s cognitive and emotional orientation to the world
via a distortion of self-concept, world-view, and affective
development. Therefore, the empirical and theoretical
evidence suggests that chronic childhood victimization may
have a significant impact on developing intrapersonal
processes: affective development/control, self-concept,
identity; and interpersonal processes: worldview and
relatedness to others.

Before continuing, an important theoretical point is
worth noting. This hypothesis does not mean to imply that
early childhood is the only time that these intra- and
interpersonal processes are developing. These processes are
dynamic and continually being created and shaped through the
lifetime of experiences between the person and the
environment. However, childhood experiences are
hypothesized as providing the foundation of character and
relationship development. Therefore, chronic victimization
occurring during this time is thought to have a particularly
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deleterious impact on these domains. To place this
hypothesis within a theoretical framework, it is important
to consider the literature on self theory and the interface
between self and developmental theory.

Self Theory : Two perspectives of inquiry

Conceptualizations of the self have a long history in
the field of psychology. Recently there has been a
reemergence in the interest of self-conceptualizations via
the literatures of social cognition and psychoanalysis
(Westen, 1992). While these two literatures represent two
rather distinct domains of psychological inquiry,
conceptually, the overlap is noteworthy and useful when
defining the self and exploring self-processes. Both
psychoanalytic and social cognition theorists view the self
as affective, multidimensional, and interpersonal (Westen,
1992) . Additionally, both camps view the self as having
transsituational as well as situation-specific qualities,
comprising a system of associatively connected
representations, and having a developmental history (Westen,
1992).

Therefore, these two conceptualizations suggest that
both an affective and an interpersonal dimension is
important to consider when defining the self. These two
camps also suggest that while the "self" may be subject to
situational influences, there is also evidence of stability
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over time and situation, providing additional support for
the hypothesis that early insults to the self may continue
to be evidenced in the long-term. In addition, the self is
conceptualized as a complex set of multiple interconnected
dimensions. So, any representative measure of the self will
have to be fairly broad in scope, as opposed to focusing on
only one aspect of the self, such as self-esteem.

Not surprisingly, the defining aspects of the self
overlap with Finkelhor’s (1988) domains of sexual abuse-
related effects, i.e. general cognitive world view (self in
relationship to others), self-concept (defining aspects of
the self), and affective development (the affective
dimension of the self). This overlap supports a
conceptualization of abuse-related effects as a violation of
self, both intra- and interpersonal self. However, a
theoretical conceptualization for these effects is still
incomplete without considering self and developmental
theory.

Developmental Self Theory

Both cognitive and affective development are
interlocking systems which impact upon the developing self.
Using Piagetian cognitive developmental theory, Damon and
Hart (1982) developed a theory of self understanding from
infancy to adolescence.

As the child progresses from infancy to adolescence,
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self-understanding progresses from initially physicalistic
to psychological conceptualizations. For example,
preschoolers have a view of self that is based on actions
and body representations: self equals body and actions
(Baumeister, 1991; Damon & Hart, 1982). As the child
continues to mature, conceptualizations take on an inner
focus including increasingly differentiated affective
experiences (to be described below): self equals an
amalgamation of affective and behavioral representations
(Damon & Hart, 1982; Lane & Schwartz, 1987). In addition,
self conceptualizations become increasingly volitional as
the child compares her/his self to others, acquiring more
reflective than exclusively reflexive properties (Damon &
Hart, 1982; Baumeister, 1991). Along these lines, the self
becomes an increasingly abstract, diverse, multifaceted
system, requiring the child to unify and to integrate all
parts (Damon & Hart, 1982).

Generally, this developmental theory of self
understanding includes two broad categories of the self:
self-concept and identity. Generally, self-concept includes
the individual’s understanding of his/her attributes,
including the physical, active, social, and psychological
self-constituents (Baumeister, 1991; Damon & Hart, 1982).
Essentially, the self-concept is a representation of self as
object (Westen, 1992). Identity is the phenomenological
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representation of self, or self as subject, and essentially
answers the question of "Who am I?" (Baumeister, 1991).
Identity consists of three aspects: (1) a sense of
continuity of experience, (2) a sense of agency or volition,
and a (3) a sense of self as reflector, i.e. self as thinker
and feeler (Baumeister, 1991; Damon & Hart, 1982; Westen,
19%2).

Keeping this general process of development in mind,
chronic abuse can potentially impact upon aspects of both
self-concept and identity. For example, chronic insult
(victimization) to the developing self may impact such
processes as acquisition of increasing volitional control.
That is, repeated experiences of powerlessness at the hands
of the abuser may result in a self concept that fails to
differentiate self from other, i.e. fails to experience
volitional control. Similarly, repeated experiences of
abuse may prevent the child from attaining increasingly
diverse, inner-directed, abstract self-conceptualizations.
Failure to achieve this level of abstraction or diversity is
tied in part to the necessity of protecting oneself when one
is a victimized child. That is, in order to protect oneself
the victimized child must maintain a stance of outward
vigilance, spending much more time reading/predicting the
behaviors of others than increasing the exploration of his
or her own inner experiences. Thus, this skewing of
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priorities decreases the child’s opportunity to diversify
the inner, psychological aspects of self.

Meanwhile, the victimized child is having powerful
emotional experiences, which s/he may not have the
developmental capabilities to explain. The literature on
developing emotional awareness is useful for making
hypotheses about the affective dimension of self
development.

A Developmental Theory of Emotional Awareness

Lane and Schwartz’s (1987) developmental theory of
emotional awareness states that individuals’ emotional
awareness 1s organized within a cognitive structure. This
cognitive structure both affects the way in which emotions
are experienced and reciprocally, the way in which emotions
are reflected verbally or talked about. Similarly,
complexity of affective experience is thought to be directly
reflected by the complexity of verbal descriptions of these
experiences. According to these authors, emotional
experience is constructed over time and "...one'’s inner
world can and does become known in the same way that the
external world is known (p. 136)." Therefore, the
development of emotional awareness parallels cognitive
maturation.

Initially, emotional awareness is global,
undifferentiated, reflexive body processes (Lane & Schwartz,
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1987). This coincides with self development in which the
self/other distinction has not been made (Damon & Hart,
1982). The second level of emotional awareness encompasses
the awareness of the body in action, parallelling the
experience of volition in self development (Damon & Hart,
1982; Lane & Schwartz, 1987). The third level of emotional
awareness involves the awareness of individual, either/or,
feelings (Lane & Schwartz, 1987). At this level the child’s
focus is becoming increasingly inner-directed and emotional
awareness is becoming more psychological in nature. As
development continues, emotional awareness becomes more
complex and differentiated in the fourth and fifth stages
when the individual becomes increasingly aware of blends of
emotions (4th stage) and blends of blends of emotions (Lane
& Schwartz, 1987). These stages parallel the processes of
self development in which the individual develops
increasingly abstract, diverse, and multifacted self
conceptualizations (Damon & Hart, 1982). With each
advancing stage of emotional awareness, the individual will
verbalize more subtle and complex distinctions when asked
how s/he feels, since the representation of the experience
and the experience itself is codetermined by the same
schemata (Lane & Schwartz, 1987). Therefore, cognitive
development appears to mediate the developmental process of
both self and affective development.
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Keeping this theory in mind, how would chronic
childhood victimization affect the child’s developing system
of emotional awareness? During experiences of sexual or
nonsexual abuse, the child often experiences intense
emotional arousal. However, the child’s ability to modulate
these emotions may be severely compromised by the diminished
complexity of his/her affective system. Based on this
theory, long-term effects of childhood victimization on
emotional awareness would be reflected in the individual’s
verbal representations of his or her affective experiences.
Alexithymia, or the inability to put feelings into words, is
a clinical entity which appears to be a direct application
of this theoretical formulation of emotional awareness (Lane
& Schwartz, 1987).

Alexithymia was first identified in psychosomatic
patients when these patients were noted to substitute action
and descriptive words for emotional content (cited in
Krystal, Giller, & Cicchetti, 1986). More recently,
inpatients with post-traumatic stress disorder evidenced
similar levels of alexithymia as inpatient psychosomatic
patients, raising the hypothesis that this cognitive-
affective deficit may be related to extreme stressor
experiences (Krystal, Giller, & Cicchetti, 1986).

Therefore, chronic experiences of childhood abuse may result
in alexithymia as the child experiences an affective burden
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which her/her existing cognitive structures can not
accommodate. It’s also likely that this affective overload
is connected with the onset of the dissociative process,
i.e. splitting affect from self or in extreme cases
splitting into different selves, as a way of relieving the
existing cognitive structures from the affective demand.
Dissociative processes in turn can have a profound impact
upon identity and self-concept development as the child
experiences multiple periods of discontinuity
(dissociation), which impede the integration and unification
of different aspects of self (self-concept), not to mention
a failure to sense self as having existed during various
times in the past (Westen, 1992).

Moreover, childhood victimization experiences appears
to intensify an individual’s psychological response to a
recent victimization, suggesting that the individual may in
some way be sensitized by the earlier insult. Dancu, Riggs,
Shoyer, and Foa (1991) assessed the incidence of
dissociative phenomena in sexual and nonsexual assault
victims, compared to a sample of nonvictims, and found
significant main effects of child abuse, demonstrating that
individuals who experienced abuse in childhood dissociated
more than individuals who did not experience abuse in
childhood, regardless of current victimization status. They
also reported a significant child abuse by assault type
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interaction, demonstrating that both sexual and nonsexual
assault victims dissociate more if they had childhood abuse
than if they did not experience childhood abuse, but this
difference was greater for the sexual assault victims than
for the nonsexual assault victims.

Post-traumatic stress disorder also appears to be
affected by childhood experiences of abuse. A study
assessing battering-related PTSD found individuals
experiencing childhood sexual and physical abuse and interim
rape experiences evidenced significantly more intense levels
of battering-related PTSD (Ogland-Hand et al., 1991) than
individuals who did not have these histories. These
researchers suggested that similarities in the experience of
childhood abuse, rape, and battering may interact and
potentiate the response to the more recent stressor. Some
of these similarities include betrayal at the hands of a
trusted person as well as specific aspects of the abusive
experience.

Taken together, theoretical conceptualizations suggest
that experiences of interpersonal violence in childhood can
have a profound effect upon the developing self, including
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and affective processes.

These childhood experiences also appear to interact with
subsequent extreme stressors to influence psychological
outcome. However, these "subtle" effects have been rarely
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explored empirically, largely because most of the literature
has relied on stressor-generic measures of psychological
outcome. As previously emphasized, these measures are not
sensitive to these types of pervasive, long-term outcomes.

Proposal for Broadening the Empirical Exploration of Long-

Term Abuse-Related Outcomes

This study proposed an expanded exploration of long-
term abuse-related outcomes, guided by the theoretical
integration of processes associated with the perpetration of
the abuse and developmental theory. In order to demonstrate
that childhood experiences of interpersonal violence result
in these types of outcomes, it is important to examine the
strength of the relationship between a variety of different
forms of interpersonal violence and the abuse-related
outcomes. If these are long-term abuse-related outcomes,
the relationship would be stronger between childhood
victimization and the proposed outcomes than between
victimization occurring later in life and proposed outcomes.

Battered women are a population which, by definition,
are experiencing a form of interpersonal victimization with
an onset in adulthood. In addition, battered women often
have histories filled with multiple exposures to stressors
of interpersonal violence. One recent study assessed the
incidence of different histories of interpersonal violence
in a sample of 103 battered women who were either shelter
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