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Women’s advocates in local, state,
national, and international settings
have recognized the impact of this
form of violence for decades. As a
result of their perseverance, gov-
ernment, the faith community,
providers of health and social ser-
vices, and many other organiza-
tions have begun to respond. 

The Multnomah County Board of
Commissioners and the Portland
City Council identified the 
reduction of domestic violence 
as an urgent benchmark in 1994.

Despite the importance of the 
problem, our knowledge about the
actual occurrence of violence
against women by intimate partners
in Multnomah County has been 
limited. We have only been able 
to make estimates from reports
made to emergency systems, the
police, and selected national 
studies. Our communities need
more information about the local
prevalence of domestic violence to
create more effective prevention
and intervention approaches, and
make informed decisions about
allocating resources. 

To get better local information,
Multnomah County Health
Department, the Portland
Multnomah Progress Board,
Portland Police Bureau, and 
the County’s Domestic Violence
Coordinator’s Office joined 
together to conduct a county-
wide study on the occurrence,
nature and effects of violence
against women by intimate 
partners in Multnomah County.
Interviews with women were 
completed in early 1999.

This report summarizes the 
findings of the study, and also
makes recommendations based 
on the findings. Some additional
information in this report is 
based on a similar statewide 
study done in 1998. The findings 
of the Multnomah County and
statewide studies are consistent.

Domestic violence is 
a serious problem that
affects every community.
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Domestic violence is “. . .a pattern 
of coercive behavior used by one
person to control and subordinate
another in an intimate relation-
ship.”1 Intimate relationships
include marriages, couples living
together, and dating relation-
ships. The pattern of coercive
behavior in domestic violence 
is intentional, and can include
physical, sexual, psychological,
and economic abuse. These types
of abuse are used to produce fear,
which allows the perpetrator to
control the victim. While both
women and men can be victims 
of domestic violence, in the 
overwhelming majority of cases,
men commit the violence against
women. Therefore, in this study
we measured violence against
women that was committed by 
an intimate partner.

Although control is central to
domestic violence, it is difficult
to measure quantitatively, 
particularly in a telephone 
survey. For the purposes of this
study, we have defined domestic
violence more narrowly as physi-
cal or sexual violence committed
against women by an intimate
partner. We recognize that 
this approach does not measure
emotional abuse or economic 
control, and as a result, may
underestimate the occurrence 
of domestic violence.

Definitions & M e a s u r e m e n t

2 Domestic Violence in Multnomah County



A s s a u l t Sexual Coercion I n j u r y

• Us i ng a knife or gun Fo rc i ng some o ne to have sex by : • B e i ng kno c ked unc o ns c i o us
• P u nc h i ng • Us i ng a we a p o n • B ro ken bone s
• K i c k i ng • H i t t i ng • D a m age to the fac e, eye s, 
• H i t t i ng with an object • Ho ld i ng them dow n e a rs or teeth

that can injure • Us i ng thre a ts of viole nc e • N e e d i ng hospital tre a t me nt
• C ho k i ng • G o i ng to see a do c tor 
• S l a m m i ng ag a i nst a wa l l • N e e d i ng to see a do c tor 
• B u r n i ng or scald i ng on ( w i t hout seeing one )

p u r p o s e

• T h row i ng an object that  • I ns i s t i ng (without the use of • A spra i n
can injure p hysical fo rce) on sex or types • A bruise

• Arm twisting of sexual cont act ag a i nst a • A small cut
• Hair pulling p e rs o n ’s wishes • H a v i ng physical pain that 
• P us h i ng, shov i ng • Fo rc i ng some o ne to have sex p e rsisted the next day

or gra b b i ng w i t hout a condom (when she • Deep scra tc hes or cuts
• S l a p p i ng wa nted to use one ) • E x t re me sore ness or pain

Examples of Physical Abuse

This study was based on the 
1998 Oregon Domestic Violence
Needs Assessment,2 designed and 
conducted by Program Design and
Evaluation Services of the Oregon
Health Division and Multnomah
County Health Department. 

Telephone interviews were 
conducted with a total of 739
women 18-64 years old who live 
in Multnomah County. The women
interviewed were selected to be 
representative of all women aged
18-64 in the county. Interviews
were conducted in late 1998 and
early 1999 by a research firm 
with expertise in health surveys. 

The study was designed to 
estimate physical abuse, which
includes assault, sexual coercion,
and injury. The survey instrument
employed the Conflict Tactics Scales
2 to measure physical abuse.3

The table below provides exam-
ples of the types and severity 
of physical abuse as assessed 
by the study. It is important to 
realize that moderate abuse is 
significant violence, and can be 
as physically and emotionally 
damaging as severe abuse.

How Was This Study Carried Out?
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Findings &
R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s

The size and nature of the problem
demands that we make addressing and 
preventing domestic violence a high 
priority in our community.

There is truly an epidemic 
of domestic violence in   

Multnomah County.
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One of every seven women
aged 18-64 was physically
abused by an intimate 
partner during the past year. 
This means that almost 28,000
women in Multnomah County
(13.9%) were physically abused 
by their partners during the 
past year. In comparison, many
diseases are considered to be 
epidemic when they affect one 
of every 500 to 1,000 people.

Women experienced a 
range of violent acts. 
Assault was the most common 
form of abuse. One of every nine
women in Multnomah County was
assaulted during the past year
(21,700 or 10.9%). One of fourteen
women was sexually coerced
(13,900 or 7.0%), and one of 20
was injured as a result of domestic
violence (10,200 or 5.1%). 
One-third of physically abused
women were both assaulted and
sexually coerced.

The high level of domestic
violence in Multnomah
County is n o t unique. 
While rates of abuse in
Multnomah County are high, 
they are comparable to those for
the state of Oregon as a whole,
and for the nation. For example,
the rate of assault (one of the
three types of abuse measured) 
in Multnomah County was 10.9%.
This compares with 9.9% for
Oregon as a whole, and with
national studies finding rates 
of 8.4 to 12.1%.2, 4, 5, 6

Domestic violence is 
serious violence. 
Forty percent of the women 
who experienced physical abuse
during the past year were severely
abused. More than a third of
women abused in the past year
(37%) suffered an injury from 
their abuse.

Patterns of abuse vary. 
Some women experienced 
abuse often; for others it was
infrequent. As shown in the
graph below, about half of 
abused women experienced 
four or fewer acts of violence
(e.g., hitting, kicking, shoving)
in the past year. In contrast,
nearly a third said there were
times when they were abused 
at least once a week when the
violence was at its peak. 

1 Act 
(26%)

More Than
20 Acts
(23%)

To be effective in responding
to a problem of this size and
severity, our community must:
• Use a comprehensive 

and coordinated approach. 
• Honor and expand on the

work that local domestic 
violence advocates and 
service providers have 
carried out over the past 
30 years.

• Work with the many 
different segments of our
community to develop and
put in place new approaches.

• Increase public and 
private funding to prevent
domestic violence and
address its impacts.

recommendations

2-4 Acts
(29%)

5-20 Acts
(22%)

Number of Violent Acts 
(Women Abused in the Past Year)
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21,000 children in
Multnomah County were
exposed to domestic 
violence last year.
This estimate of the number of
children who saw or heard acts 
of domestic violence is based 
on statewide data.

Young children are 
especially affected. 
Half of children exposed to
domestic violence were under 
five years old when they first 
witnessed this violence. 
Two-thirds of the children 
who saw or heard acts of 
domestic violence witnessed 
it at least once a month.

Other research has shown that
domestic violence has significant
negative impacts on children in 
the household. These children 
are more likely to be physically 
or sexually abused by a parent 
or be unintended victims of a 
physical assault.7 They sometimes
exhibit psychological or behav-
ioral problems as a result of 
witnessing abuse.8

A large number of children in Multnomah
County are exposed to domestic violence
each year. Exposure to violence in the 
home can have a negative impact on the
development and health of children.

To address the impact 
of domestic violence on 
children, we must:
• Ensure that people who 

work with children:
– Know how to identify

children exposed to 
violence, 

– Take steps to increase 
the safety of these 
children, and 

– Know what services and
resources are appropriate 
to help address the 
negative impacts caused
by children’s exposure 
to domestic violence.

• Expand services to address
the emotional and develop-
mental needs of children
exposed to domestic violence.

recommendations
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Strategies for intervention and
prevention must be directed 
at both the community as a
whole and at identified groups.
In particular, we must:
• Develop large-scale preven-

tion approaches directed 
at young men and women.

• Develop school policies 
and activities that promote 
non-violent and non-abusive
relationships between 
men and women.

• Enhance services for men 
who abuse their domestic 
partners to prevent future
acts of violence.

• Assure that health and social
service providers recognize
the overlap between domestic
violence and abuse of alcohol
and drugs, and respond
appropriately in planning
and providing services.

recommendations

Abused women represent 
a cross-section of the 
c o m m u n i t y.
Most are white (84%), over 
two-thirds (70%) are employed,
two-thirds have at least some 
college education, two-thirds 
are single, and half have children.
Abused women are not necessarily
poor—half have incomes of more
than $25,000 per year. While 
victims reflect the population of
women in the broader community,
certain groups are over-
represented. Women who are
young, unmarried, poor, have
children, and have problems 
with alcohol or drugs are more
likely to have been physically
abused during the past year 
than are women without these
characteristics. 

Violence by intimate partners
has an enormous impact 
on young women. 
A third of young women (18-24
years old) experienced physical
abuse in the past year. For the
most part, this violence was 
committed by men of the same
age. As is true for women in 
other age groups, nearly 40% of
young women who were abused
experienced severe violence.

Men who commit domestic 
violence are also from all
parts of our community, but
differ in some ways from
partners who do not abuse. 
In this study, 97% of abused
women reported that they 
were abused by a male intimate
partner. Most of these men are
white (73%), and over two-thirds
(68%) are employed. However,
men who abuse tend to have less
education, are more likely to be
unemployed, and are more likely
to have a problem with abuse of
alcohol or drugs than men who 
do not abuse. Fifty-six percent 
of men who abuse were described
as having either an alcohol or
drug problem (compared to 19%
of partners of women who have
never been abused).  

The factors described above for
both men and women do not
cause abuse. However, the com-
munity needs to recognize these
factors in designing services, 
supports, and interventions for
specific groups in the community.

Domestic violence affects all parts of 
our community. However, some populations
of women experience more violence than
o t h e r s, and some populations of men are
more likely to be abusers than others.
Responding to these populations presents
unique opportunities and challenges for 
prevention and intervention.
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Women seek and receive 
different combinations of 
support, information and
immediate help from various
people and agencies. 
Both the statewide and county
studies suggest there is a need to
increase the variety of services
available, and improve the com-
munity’s ability to respond and
provide assistance.

Friends and family are 
the most common source 
of support.
Statewide data show that 80% 
of women turned to friends and
family for help. Although most
women received support from
friends and family, relatively 
few received information about 
services or immediate help.

The workplace is an 
important source of support. 
Almost 40% of abused women 
said they sought support from
supervisors or co-workers. As 
was true for friends and family,
co-workers and supervisors were
good at providing support, 
but less effective in providing
information about services or
offering immediate help.

Women seek help from
domestic violence agencies,
law enforcement, and health
systems more selectively. 
About one-third of women 
abused in the past ten years
called the police, and one-fifth
sought a restraining order. 
Only one in four talked with 
their health provider about the
domestic violence, while one 
in seven called a crisis line. 

Abused women gain support and deal 
with the effects of domestic violence in a
variety of ways. They seek help from natural 
n e t w o r k s — f r i e n d s, family, co-workers and
supervisors—as well as from social service,
law enforcement and health providers. 
There are tremendous opportunities, both
through professional providers and natural
support networks, to expand and create new
approaches to addressing domestic violence.

To more effectively address
the occurrence and impact 
of partner violence, our 
community must:
• Develop prevention and 

intervention approaches 
that take advantage of 
natural community networks
and systems—friends and
family, employers, health
care providers, places 
of worship, and other 
community institutions. 

• Enhance the availability 
and variety of services for 
victims of domestic violence.

recommendations
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1120 SW Fifth Ave.
Portland, OR 97204

(503)988-3511
www.co.multnomah.or.us

1221 SW Fourth Ave., Room 140
Portland, OR  97204

(503)823-3504
www.p-m-benchmarks.org

1111 SW Second Ave.
Portland, OR 97204

(503)823-4636
www.portlandpolicebureau.com

For additional copies or information contact:

Multnomah County Health Department
Violence Prevention Program
Linda Jaramillo, Coordinator
426 SW Stark St., 2nd Floor
Portland, OR  97204
(503) 988-3663, ext. 22815

This document is also available on the 
world wide web at www.co.multnomah.or.us


