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Abstract 

There are strong arguments against mandating custody and parenting time mediation for 

couples experiencing intimate partner violence and/or abuse (IPV/A). One argument is that 

mediation agreements may not adequately protect victims from further IPV/A. To investigate 

this question, both partners in 810 couples filled out a measure of IPV/A during mandatory 

custody/parenting time mediation in one jurisdiction. Data concerning calls to law enforcement 

were collected from two years prior to their arrival in mediation up until January 31, 2007. 

Almost half of the divorcing couples had at least one contact with law enforcement during their 

relationship. Particular types of IPV/A reported at mediation were predictive of calls prior to, 

during and post-divorce. These results may be helpful for mediators in assessing the likelihood 

of continued conflict and/or IPV/A in particular families. Mediators may want to encourage 

certain couples to add provisions to mediation agreements that would reduce contact between 

them. Reduced conflict may decrease law enforcement intervention.  
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Divorcing Couples: Self Reports of Intimate Partner Violence/Abuse and Law 

Enforcement Calls 

The majority of states across the United States have implemented mediation for couples 

who are disputing custody and/or parenting time issues in divorce cases (Tondo, Coronel & 

Drucker, 2001). Mediation is a time limited, goal directed alternative dispute resolution process. 

The goal of mediation is to provide parents a way to work out their differences regarding custody 

and parenting time without using the dual attorney, traditional legal focus on winning and losing. 

The focus of mediation is on the children and what they need from both parents to thrive. The 

theory underlying mediation is that couples who come to an agreement during mediation in 

which both parents had input, will follow it at higher rates than those that will follow a judgment 

ordered in court. And, it was found in one study to reduce conflict between parents and increase 

the likelihood that the parents will follow a parenting plan post-divorce (Emery, Sbarra & 

Grover, 2005).  In contrast, what happens when custody/parenting time arrangements are up to 

the court to resolve, the focus moves from the child’s rights to have a relationship with each 

parent to which parent is better suited as a parent (Zimmerman, Hess, McGarrah, Benjamin, 

Ally, Gollan, & Kaser-Boyd, 2009). Not only does the traditional litigation shift the focus away 

from the child’s rights, but many couples use court proceedings to harass and continue abusing 

each other at the expense of the child (Arendell, 1995; Ellis, 2008; Reihing, 1999). 

While mediation of some form exists in almost every state, 12 states have mandatory 

mediation laws that require couples to attend mediation if they are disputing custody or parenting 

time arrangements (Beck, Walsh, Mechanic, & Taylor, 2010; Tondo, Coronel, & Drucker, 2001; 

Johnson, Saccuzzo, & Koen, 2005). In another 33 states, judges have the power to order 

(mandate) couples to attend mediation. In the remainder of the states, there are a patchwork of 
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local court legal rules including some mandating attendance, some leaving the decision to judges 

to decide, and others having mediation on a voluntary basis only (Johnson et al., 2005).  

Historically, mediation became mandatory because when mediation is voluntary, many 

couples did not use the services (Pearson, Thoennes, & Vanderkooi, 1982; Walker, 2001). Since 

so many states and/or jurisdictions within states are mandating mediation, it is now an integral 

part of the divorce process as opposed to an alternative to the traditional litigation process 

(Morrill, 2008; Salem, 2009; Saposnek, 2004).  

Intimate Partner Violence/Abuse (IPV/A) in Mediation 

 The literature suggests that 19-57% of marriages end due to forms of IPV/A and 

approximately one quarter of all IPV/A crimes occur between legally separated or divorced 

couples (Stolzenberg and D’Alessio, 2007; Steinman, 1988).  IPV/A is defined as any behavior  

that causes harm physically, psychologically, or sexually (Garcia-Moreno, Jansen, Ellsberg, 

Heise, Watts, & WHO Multi-country Study on Women's Health and Domestic Violence against 

Women Study Team 2006; Heise & Garcia-Moreno, 2002). There are several theory driven sub-

categories of IPV/A that include Psychological Abuse, Physical Abuse, Sexual Assault, 

Intimidation and Coercion and Threats of and Escalated Physical Violence (McCloskey, 

Figeredo, & Koss, 1995). Using the data in this study, these sub-categories have been cross-

validated (Tanha, Beck, Raghavan, & Figueredo, 2009). Also, using the same data in this study 

and depending on who was reporting the IPV/A this research found approximately 59-90% of 

couples undergoing mediation are involved IPV/A (Beck, Walsh, & Weston, 2009). Not only do 

a large quantity of IPV/A crimes occur between separated or divorced couples, but the act of 

leaving an abusive partner can increase (as oppose to decrease) the risk of severe IPV/A for a 

period of time (Dawson & Gartner, 1998; Kurz, 1996).  
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Divorce Mediation and IPV/A 

Historically there has been a huge debate concerning the appropriateness of mandatory 

mediation in cases of domestic violence (Milne, 2004). Opponents argue that forcing victims to 

negotiate with their abusers is potentially dangerous for several reasons. Not only is there 

research that indicates that the most dangerous time is when the couple separates (Fischer, 

Vidmar, & Ellis, 1993), but during and after negotiations, the abusive partner is most likely to 

abuse the victim (O’Leary, 1993). Other issues with mediation when IPV/A is present involve 

the nature of negotiation that occurs in mediation. Couples are expected to negotiate with one 

another, yet when the relationship is one that is not equal in terms of power, this can become 

difficult and hinder the victim’s ability to feel comfortable in expressing themselves in mediation 

(Joyce, 1997; Milne, 2004).  

 Proponents of mediation do agree with opponents on several issues including that some 

cases are inappropriate for mediation and screening for IPV/A is key in determining which cases 

should not go through mediation (Milne, 2004). They also concede that mediation should be 

voluntary for victims of IPV/A and that participation must be safe for the victim (Milne, 2004). 

Proponents do however argue that the adversarial process of litigation is actually more 

detrimental and can lead to more conflict than mediation does (O’Connel, Corcoran, & 

Melamed, 1990; Yellott, 1990).  

With the high rates of IPV/A, some suggest that instead of terminating mediation when 

IPV/A is present, precautions could be taken during the mediation to ensure the safety of the 

victim and children, as well as giving both parents an opportunity for negotiating a fair 

agreement. Mediators can use power-balancing techniques when mediating these cases (Girdner, 

1990). Power balancing techniques include creating rules for both parents, creating safety plans, 
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as well  as using a variety of formats (i.e. joint session, shuttle mediation, or individual sessions) 

(Girdner, 1990).  

Mediation allows the victim to disclose the abuse in a private setting and can give the 

victim a way to voice his or her needs as well as the children’s without fear of the disclosures 

being used against them (Milne, 2004). Since mediation is confidential, and the mediator is not 

there to judge the victim, the victim can discuss the abuse and items that he or she would like to 

include in the parenting agreement without fearing that it will be used against him or her in court. 

Mediation can also have a greater impact on the reduction of IPV/A than when lawyers get 

involved in the settlements (Ellis, 1994; Ellis & Stuckless, 1996a).  

In the studies conducted by Ellis and Stuckless (1996a), couples who mediated an 

agreement had reductions in not only physical abuse but psychological abuse as well. Not only 

do proponents argue that mediation itself can be beneficial for couples with IPV/A, but also the 

agreements that are made can be reviewed and safety precautions can be included to help protect 

the victim (Milne, 2004). In the traditional litigation process, the hearings can be rushed and 

couples may have a difficult time getting a hearing in a timely manner, while in mediation, 

avenues can be put in place to review the parenting plan weekly to yearly, based on the needs of 

the parents (Milne, 2004). Also in mediation, the parents have the opportunity to be creative 

while making the parenting plans and to place precautions such as dropping the children off at a 

neutral location in the plans, which may be more difficult in the litigation process (Milne, 2004). 

Not only can mediators use techniques to safely provide mediation in the presence of 

IPV/A, but it is also suggested that mediation may decrease the amount of IPV/A during and 

after the process (Ellis & Stuckless, 1996a, 1996b). Many mediation programs assess for IPV/A 

situations and take appropriate actions (Pearson, 1997).   
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However, mediators must correctly identify the cases with IPV/A. Using this same 

sample as this study, Beck, Walsh, Mechanic and Taylor (2010) found that while IPV/A was 

identified by mediators in 59% of the cases, victimization was reported by both of the partners in 

71% of the cases. With the arguments for and against mediation, it is important to understand the 

ways mediation can help and hinder couples with IPV/A. One important argument of the 

opponents is that the time period after separation is the most dangerous and that during the 

negotiations, the abuse can continue to escalate (O’Leary, 1993). In order to understand this 

argument, it is important to also understand why IPV/A does not occur in the couple until they 

separate. 

Parenting Plans and Continued IPV/A 

 When mediators work with a case where IPV/A is present, the deception and power 

issues become a focus in order to determine whether the couple should continue mediation as 

well as safety planning with the parents to minimize future IPV/A. Unfortunately Johnston, 

Kline, Tschann and Campbell (1988) found that contact between the child and the non-

residential parent can increase contact between the ex-spouses and thus increase the opportunity 

for conflict and the IPV/A (as cited in Pagelow, 1997).  Victims of IPV/A might agree to a 

parenting plan that has continued contact with the perpetrator without any provisions for the 

victim’s safety, thus increasing the chance of post-divorce IPV/A. This is potentially a serious 

problem as the rates of IPV/A in mediating couples varies widely (30-80%) (Beck et al., 2009). 

Theories of Post-Separation IPV/A 

 While there has been a lot of research on IPV/A when the couple is still together, there 

are several theories about the IPV/A that occurs between couples and its pattern once the couple 

separates.  
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Separation-Instigated. 

One theory, separation instigated IPV/A, concludes that when a couple separates abuse 

may occur for the first time, while others theorize that IPV/A may escalate and increase in not 

only intensity, but also in occurrence (Stolzenberg & D’Alessio, 2007). 

Retaliation Thesis 

The retaliation thesis theorizes that the perpetrator of IPV/A, most often the male, may be 

aggressive to try and get victim to reconcile or to regain their control of the victim (Sev’er, 

1997). This is thought to occur when there is increased stress or conflict in the relationship, such 

as a separation or order of protection being filed (Dugan, Rosenfeld, & Nagin, 2003). When the 

victim leaves the relationship, the abuser has lost control and will use several methods to regain 

control over the victim including, violence, intimidation, finances, coercion, and using the 

children (Hardesty, 2002).  

Safety Valve Thesis 

The safety valve thesis theorizes that the IPV/A actually decreases once the couple 

separates. One of the assumptions behind the safety valve thesis is that the separation decreases 

the amount of contact between the couple and thus must decrease the amount of IPV/A (Dugan, 

Nagin & Rosenfeld, 1999). While the safety valve thesis is what is generally thought to occur 

post separation, research has shown that divorce does not decrease IPV/A (Stolzenberg & 

D’Alessio, 2007). 

Feminist Perspective 

The feminist perspective focuses on patriarchy as the motivator behind male violence 

against women and focuses on power and control of the husband in the relationship. Reasons for 

IPV/A then include expectations of the wife’s obedience, loyalty and dependence on the husband 
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(Hardesty, 2002). According to Sev’er (1997), the perpetrators desire for power and control in 

the relationship is the driving factor for the IPV/A.  

Evolutionary Theory 

Finally, the evolutionary theory proposed by Wilson & Daly (1993a, 1993b), suggests 

that men view women as their property sexually and reproductively. Over thousands of years, 

men and women’s sexual preferences have co-evolved so that men desire control and resources, 

while women desire men with resources (Buss & Malamuth, 1996). While these traits may have 

coevolved, men have also evolved to be competitive in order to have the best chance of mating, 

this competitiveness is one factor that has led to the proprietary nature of men towards their 

partners, due to the fear of losing the partner (Wilson & Daly, 1996). Not only do men fear 

losing their partner to another man (their rival), but they also fear being responsible for another 

man’s child, which leads back to the male’s desire to control resources for himself and offspring 

(Wilson & Daly, 1996; Buss & Malamuth, 1996). 

Common to all of the theories is the concept that loss of power and control is the 

motivator that leads to IPV/A escalating when the victim attempts to leave (Hardesty, 2002; 

Tahna et al., 2010). IPV/A escalates when the victim leaves because the perpetrator may feel that 

he/she no longer has the control. In order to regain the power in the relationship, the perpetrator 

increases the physical IPV/A in order to demonstrate his/her power or may increase non-physical 

IPV/A to make the victim feel as if they will not be safe if they leave.  

Sex Differences and IPV/A 

 The role of gender in IPV/A is an area of controversy. In support of the asymmetry 

hypothesis, some researchers state that around 10% of women are perpetrators of IPV/A (Swan 

& Snow, 2006; Hamby, 2009). Others support the symmetry hypothesis and state that women 
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perpetrate 50% or more of IPV/A (Straus, 2006; Dutton & Nicholls, 2005).  Hamby (2009) 

presents the moderate asymmetry hypothesis, which suggests that the amount of IPV/A that 

women perpetrate is within the reported range of criminal assaults generally against others. For 

example, Snyder and McCurley (2008) present data showing females account for 19-35% of 

perpetration of criminal assaults in general and 23% of IPV/A.  

There are also differences in IPV/A based on sex and the type of IPV/A perpetrated by 

women versus men. Women are more likely to use IPV/A in a non-physical manner towards 

males rather than physical (Outlaw, 2009). For example, women are more likely to use forms of 

abuse such as emotional abuse (i.e., name-calling, shouting, swearing), social abuse (i.e., limits 

contact with friends and insisting knowing where the other person is at all times), and economic 

abuse (i.e., prevents partner from knowing about or having access to family finances) than 

physical violence (Outlaw, 2009). Men are more likely to use physical forms of violence than 

women (Outlaw, 2009). For example, men are more likely to throw something, push, grab, beat, 

or threaten his partner than women are. However, overall non-physical IPV/A is more common 

than physical IPV/A for both males and females (Outlaw, 2009).  Males tend use IPV/A as a 

method of control, while both males and females tend to use IPV/A equally as a way to settle 

conflicts (Ellis & Stuckless, 1996a).  In a study of Pacific Islands families it was found that on 

the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979; Straus, 1990) mothers and fathers both reported higher 

levels of perpetration than victimization, but that fathers reported less physical violence 

perpetration and victimization than did mothers (Schluter, Paterson, & Feehan, 2007). The 

mothers and fathers did not agree on the physical abuse that occurred in the family. When 

mothers reported being victims of physical abuse, 79% of the time, the fathers did not admit to 

perpetrating physical abuse (Schluter, Paterson, & Feehan, 2007). Mothers also reported higher 
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levels of perpetration than the fathers reported being victimized, indicating that fathers tend to 

under-report being the victim of IPV/A (Schluter, Paterson, & Feehan, 2007). This finding is 

important to note when analyzing data of self-reports of victimization and it is important to be 

aware that mothers tend to over report while fathers tend to under-report victimization. 

In another study using the Conflict Tactics Scale 2 (Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy & 

Sugarman, 1996) couples undergoing treatment agreed on more prevalent forms of IPV/A such 

as psychological abuse at higher levels than less prevalent forms such as sexual abuse (Simpson 

& Christensen, 2005). This bias in agreement may be due to social norms and psychological 

abuse being more acceptable to report than sexual abuse. However, again in this study, both 

partners reported more victimization, than the other partner reported of their own perpetration 

(Simpson & Christensen, 2005). Not only are there differences in the types of IPV/A that women 

and men perpetrate, but it also appears that there may be differences in the reporting of 

perpetration and victimization of IPV/A. Although this is true, previous research has not assessed 

IPV/A prior to, during, and post-divorce using calls made to law enforcement as a measure of 

conflict between couples pre- or post-divorce. Calls to law enforcement can indicate that the 

IPA/V is at a level that the couple needs outside agency involvement to manage the conflict.  

Law Enforcement and IPV/A  

To many, calling the police and asking that the perpetrator be arrested and subsequently 

obtaining a restraining order (also known as an order of protection) would seem like the best 

solution to reduce IPV/A. However, historically, doing so was difficult. Into the 1960’s, IPV/A 

was generally ignored by the public and law enforcement (Rizer, 2005). Even as late as 1984, 

50% of law enforcement agencies had no policy on responding to domestic violence and only 

10% of departments encouraged arrests in domestic violence cases (Hoctor, 1997).  In recent 
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years, mandatory arrest laws have been put in place in many jurisdictions in order to prevent 

officers from avoiding IPV/A cases (Balenovich, Grossi, & Hughes, 2008).  

On the other hand now victims are hesitant to call law enforcement because they fear 

being arrested themselves and one third of victims who contact law enforcement reported they 

regretted doing so (Johnson, 2007). However another study found a large portion of women 

contacted the law enforcement at least once after an incident of IPV/A, and 67% of women made 

more than one call to law enforcement (Lee, Park, & Lightfoot, 2010; Houry, Parramore, Fayard, 

Thorn, Heron & Kellermann, 2004).  

Current Study 

The goal of this project is to be able to inform mediators and judges about IPV/A prior to, 

during a divorce process and after the divorce is finalized to help insure the safety of couples 

with IPV/A undergoing mediation and thereafter. The questions asked in this project are as 

follows:(1) What are the types of victimization reported by couples?; (2) How many calls to law 

enforcement occur prior to, during the divorce process and post-divorce?; (3) Do types of 

victimization reported at mediation predict calls to law enforcement before, during, and post-

divorce? (4)Do demographic variables predict those couples that use law enforcement 

intervention post-mediation? 

 Based on Kelly and Johnson’s (2008) Situational Couple IPV/A, that fathers and mothers 

would report the same levels of lower level Physical Abuse it was hypothesized that fathers and 

mothers would report similar levels of Physical Abuse. Based also on prior research, it was 

hypothesized that the mothers would report higher levels of victimization for other forms of 

abuse than the fathers (Gortner, et al., 1997; Hamby, 2009; Kelly & Johnson, 2008; Swan & 

Snow, 2006).  
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 The second hypothesis was that the number of calls to law enforcement would increase 

during the divorce process based on research on separation instigated IPV/A (Stolzenberg & 

D’Alessio, 2007) However, it was also hypothesized that after the divorce process was finalized 

the number of calls to law enforcement would decrease since mediation has been shown to 

decrease conflict between the parents (Emery, Sbarra, Grover, 2005). 

 The third hypothesis was that the Physical Abuse and Threats of and Escalated Physical 

Violence would be predictive of calls to law enforcement. This was hypothesized because the 

greater the danger of injury posed by physical forms of IPA, the more likely law enforcement 

would be involved. Finally it was hypothesized that demographic factors would be predictive of 

calls to law enforcement. It was predicted that education would be a buffer for calls to law 

enforcement and that marital stressors such as the number of children the couple had would be 

predictive of more calls to law enforcement.  

Method 

Participants 

Data was collected from 810 couples who were going through divorce mediation. In the 

jurisdiction, if the couples did not agree on custody or parenting time they were mandated to 

attend mediation. Selection criteria included only those couples attending the courts no-cost 

mediation program, this mediation had to be their first mediation for a pending divorce, the 

couples had to be the parents of children under the age of 18 years and the first mediation had to 

occur between May 1998 and October 2000. There were approximately 965 couples of the 

original 1015 collected that had met these requirements (See Figure 1). Once couples had met all 

of these criteria, the couple had to have completed the majority of the items on a screening 

measure of IPV/A, the Relationship Behavior Rating Scale (RBRS: Beck, Menke, O’Hara 
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Brewster, & Figueredo, 2009). Only 831 couples of the original 965 had filled out 80% (could 

only be missing 7 items) of the RBRS to be included in these analyses. There were 21 couples 

who also did not have data collected from the sheriff’s department due to budget cuts and lack of 

personnel to collect the final 21 cases. These cases were excluded as well to bring the total 

number of couples to 810.  The demographics for the couples in this study are shown in Table 1.  

Measures  

Assessment of IPV/A.  The Relationship Behavior Rating Scale (RBRS; Beck, Menke, 

O’Hara Brewster, & Figueredo, 2009) is a 41 item self-report scale was used to assess IPV/A. 

This scale used a 6-point likert scale of how often the individual felt victimized by certain 

actions by their spouse in the previous year. The scale ranged from (0= none of the time) to 6 (6= 

all of the time). The RBRS scale was not used in the mediation process and was only used for 

research purposes. The RBRS can be separated into five categories of IPV/A, capturing the broad 

spectrum of IPV/A. The five categories include: Psychological Abuse, Coercive Control, 

Physical Abuse, Sexual Assault, Intimidation and Coercion, and Threats of and Escalated 

Physical Violence. Psychological Abuse statements include, “He/she was mean to me, put me 

down”.  Coercive Control statements included “He/she controlled how much money I could have 

and how I spent it” or “He/she did not want me to have female or male friends”. Physical Abuse 

statements included “He/she pushed or shoved me” or “He/she hit or punched me”, while 

Threats of and Escalated Physical Violence included “He/she threatened me with or used a 

weapon against me”. Sexual Assault, Intimidation and Coercion included statements such as, 

“He/she forced sex acts upon me”. Each of these categories had acceptable Cronbach’s Alpha 

reliabilities as seen in Table 2. 
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Calls to Law Enforcement. Tucson Police Department (TPD) and Pima County 

Sheriff’s Office collected calls between the couples that were made to law enforcement in Pima 

County, Arizona.  Calls that involved both the father and mother as either suspect or victim, and 

occurred between two years prior to the first mediation and January 31, 2007, were collected by 

law enforcement. Law enforcement collected the date, type of crime, suspect, victim, and 

whether or not an arrest was made. Calls with either the male or female were listed as something 

other than the victim or the suspect were not collected and calls with the children listed as 

victims were also not collected. See Table 3 for the types of calls that were collected.  

Procedure 

As a portion of the regular screening procedures at the mediation program they were 

screened using semi-structured and private interviews as well as filling out the RBRS. 

Representatives of the Records Department at the Pima County Sheriff’s Office as well 

as representatives of the Domestic Violence Unit at Tucson Police Department collected law 

enforcement data. Research Assistants worked closely with these agencies to create a worksheet 

in order for the representatives to accurately and efficiently collect the calls made between the 

couple.  

On each worksheet there was a code given in order to classify each call based on the 

crime allegedly committed. The codes provided to the agencies are shown below in Table 3. The 

representatives of these agencies filled out the date, type of crime, suspect (male or female 

member of couple), victim (male or female member of couple), and whether or not an arrest was 

made in the spaces provided. Once all calls were collected, research assistants entered them into 

a database to be analyzed. 

Results 
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 Results regarding the types of IPV/A reported by both fathers and mothers was consistent 

with the first hypothesis. Fathers and mothers reported same levels of Physical Abuse. This is 

consistent with the theory of Situational Couple IPV/A (Kelly & Johnson, 2008; Johnson, 1995). 

Also consistent, the hypothesis and prior research, other forms of IPV/A victimization such as 

Psychological Abuse, Coercive Control, Sexual Assault, Intimidation, and Coercion, as well as 

Threats of and Escalated Physical Violence were all reported by mothers at higher rates than 

fathers. Rates of endorsement of types of IPV/A can be seen in Table 4.  

The number of calls to law enforcement did not change throughout the relationship or 

when the divorce was finalized. This did not support the hypothesis that the number of calls 

would increase during the divorce process due to mediation, and then decrease once the divorce 

was finalized. There was not a significant difference between the calls prior to the petition being 

filed, during the divorce process, and after the decree was filed (F(3,2421) = 114.66, p<.01, Mse 

= 1.018) (See Table 5). Pairwise comparisons using the Least Significant Difference (LSD) (with 

a minimum mean difference = .152) revealed that, different than the current research hypothesis, 

on average the number of calls to law enforcement remained the same throughout the 

relationship.  

Next, analyses focused on whether types of reported victimization were predictive of the 

timing of calls made to law enforcement throughout the relationship. Correlation and multiple 

regression analyses were conducted to examine the relationship between the mothers’ and 

fathers’ reports of victimization and the number of calls to law enforcement during different time 

periods of the divorce process. Consistent with our hypothesis, mothers’ reports of Threats of 

and Escalated Physical Violence were positively and significantly correlated with the total calls 

to law enforcement, indicating that mothers who report higher levels of Threats of and Escalated 



Self-Reports of Victimization 18 

Physical Violence had more total calls to law enforcement. Fathers’ reports of Physical Abuse 

victimization were also positively and significantly correlated with total calls to law 

enforcement, again supporting the hypothesis that reports of physical abuse victimization would 

be predictive of calls to law enforcement (See Table 6). 

The multiple regression model with two predictors produced R! = .106, F(2,720) = 

42.435, p < .001. Mothers’ reports of Threats of and Escalated Physical Violence and fathers’ 

reports of Physical Abuse had significant positive regression weights, indicating that these 

reports were expected to have higher numbers of calls to law enforcement, after controlling for 

other variables in the model (See Table 6). The other scales of reports of victimization did not 

contribute to the multiple regression model. 

These multiple regression analyses were also conducted to examine the relationship 

between the mother and father’s reports of victimization and calls prior to the petition for 

divorce, during the divorce process and after the decree was filed. Table 7 summarizes the 

descriptive statistics and analyses results for law enforcement calls during these time periods. 

Mother’s reports of Threats of and Escalated Physical Violence was positively and significantly 

correlated with the number of calls during these different time periods, indicating that higher 

levels of mother’s reports of Threats of and Escalated Physical Violence have more calls to law 

enforcement in each time period. Higher levels of fathers’ reports of Sexual Assault, Intimidation 

and Coercion were also indicative of more calls to law enforcement during the divorce process.  

The multiple regression model with the one predictor for calls prior to the decree being 

filed produced  R! = .027, F(1,723) = 20.33, p < .001. Mothers’ reports of Threats of and 

Escalated Physical Violence had significant positive regression weights, indicating that couples 

with higher mother reports Threats of and Escalated Physical Violence had higher number of 
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calls to law enforcement before filing for divorce after controlling for other variables in the 

model (See Table 7).  

The model with two predictors for calls during the divorce process produced R! = .048, 

F(2,722) = 18.860, p < .001. Mothers’ reports of Threats of and Escalated Physical Violence and 

fathers’ reports of Sexual Assault had significant positive regression weights, indicating that 

couples with higher levels of these reports were expected to have higher numbers of calls to law 

enforcement from the time that the petition for divorce was filed until the decree was finalized 

and filed, after controlling for the other variables in the model (See Table 7).  

The multiple regression model for calls to law enforcement after the decree was filed had 

one predictor and produced R! = .016, F(1,723) = 11.716, p < .001. As shown in Table 7, the 

mothers who reported higher levels of Threats of and Escalated Physical Violence had higher 

numbers of calls to law enforcement after the divorce was finalized, after controlling for the 

other variables in the model. Other reports of victimization by mothers and fathers did not 

contribute to the multiple regression model.  

Not only do the types of victimization reported predict calls, but also some demographic 

variables predict calls to law enforcement. The number of children that the couple had was 

correlated with the total number calls to law enforcement (.08, p<.05) and with calls to law 

enforcement after the decree (.08, p <.05) (See Table 8). The number of previous marriages that 

the mother had was significantly correlated with calls made to law enforcement prior to the 

petition for divorce being filed (.08, p<.05) (See Table 8). The numbers of previous marriages of 

the father were not correlated with calls to law enforcement at any time period and during the 

divorce process, there were no demographic variables correlated with calls during this time 

period. 
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Discussion 

 It is important to know if the types of reported victimization predict calls to law 

enforcement in order for mediators to better judge the risk that the couple faces for future IPV/A. 

If the mediators carefully screen the couples for the type of IPV/A , the mediators may be able to 

evaluate the risk of future IPV/A and suggest safety precautions be put in parenting agreements 

to limit the IPV/A for the couple. These precautions can include various transportation plans to 

limit the contact between the couple such as picking up and dropping off the children at a neutral 

location as well as other avenues for communication. In addition, arrangements can be made to 

communicate via email or if there are conflicts, to come back to mediation to resolve their 

disputes.  

 Mother’s reports of Threats of and Escalated Physical Violence were the best predictors 

of total calls to law enforcement as well as for each time period. Father’s reports of Physical 

Abuse were also good predictors of calls to law enforcement prior to the petition for divorce 

being filed. And, fathers’ reports of Sexual Assault, Intimidation or Coercion were predictive of 

calls to law enforcement during the divorce process. Post hoc analyses of fathers who reported 

Sexual Assault, Intimidation or Coercion show that these couples are more likely to be mutually 

violent or the mother was the predominantly violent partner. These patterns of IPA/V reports are 

important for mediators to note and then consider seriously options to protect the family from 

future IPA/V. If a family with any of these patterns of IPA/V reports is negotiating an agreement 

without safety precautions to limit contact between parents, mediators my need to consider 

terminating the session and referring the case back to court for a judge order them included.  

Mediators are not judges and cannot order safety precautions be included in an agreement; 

however, judges can. Mediators could also suggest to the victim parent that a custody evaluation 
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be conducted ensure that the IPA/V is assessed and the effect it has on parenting is documented 

for the court.  

 Both the number of marriages and children were positively correlated with the number of 

law enforcement calls for the couple at different time periods. This may indicate that multiple 

marriages and children are stressors in the relationship overall and after the divorce. The number 

of children may increase the stress in a family overall as the more children, the more resources 

are required. The correlation of the number of children and the number of calls to law 

enforcement after the divorce may be due to an increase in the amount of time that parents need 

to be involved in each other’s lives.  

Previous marriages of the mother were correlated with calls made to law enforcement 

prior to filing for divorce. This may indicate that during the relationship, the mother’s previous 

marriages may act as a stressor in the current marriage. Not only can just having previous 

husbands be the reason for the increase in calls, but also these mothers may have children with 

their ex-husbands. Our data is limited in that only children between the couple were counted, so 

there is no way to determine if the mother had other children. If these mothers did in fact have 

other children, this correlation is consistent with previous research which has shown that the 

more complex a stepfamily is, the more stressors there are in that family (Shultz, Shultz, & 

Olson, 1991). Having children that are not the father’s have been shown to at least double the 

risk of lethal violence against women (Campbell et al., 2003).  

Limitations of the Study 

In this study 41% of the couples had at least one call to law enforcement, however, the 

numbers of calls collected in this study are likely a serious underestimate of actual calls to law 

enforcement for these participants. If the male or female of the couple was not the suspect or the 
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victim, the call was most likely not recorded except in cases such as Keeping the Peace. There 

are many calls wherein either the male or the female were classified as an “other” (as opposed to 

suspect or victim) and were not collected. In addition, if mothers or fathers or both moved out of 

the county or state following the divorce, they would have no calls made to local law 

enforcement; however, they may have calls made to law enforcement in other jurisdictions, 

which were not collected. 

Not only were the number of calls we could collect most likely an underestimate, but the 

number of calls made is an under-representation of the amount of IPV/A. One reason for the 

under-representation may be that many women who are involved in court processes are more 

likely to seek help from clergy, hotlines, or domestic violence programs instead of contacting 

law enforcement (Cattaneo, Stuewig, Goodman, Kaltman, & Dutton, 2007). Another possible 

cause of the under-representation may be due to the victim not calling for fear of being arrested 

themselves (Johnson, 2007). Not only are victims fearful of being arrested, but also it is difficult 

for an arrest to become prosecution (Johnson, 2007). There are several reasons why arrests do 

not lead to prosecution. One theory of why women drop the charges against their partner in cases 

of IPV/A is that they continue to rely on the perpetrator both emotionally and reliably (Belknap, 

Fleury, Melton, Sullivan, & Leisenring, 2001). Many women also feel that the crime was 

unintentional or not significant enough to warrant prosecution (Hare, 2005).   

 Another limitation to this study is that the call data were not all collected by the same 

individuals. Both the local police and sheriff collected each case separately, and within each 

organization, several individuals collected the data related to the calls. Data was collected for 

only one jurisdiction thus generalizing the results to broader samples must be done with caution. 
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 The coding system used in this study, though given to us by a law enforcement officer, 

may not have been the best coding system to use with multiple people collecting data. While 

some officers may not have had an issue with the coding system, others may not have tried to 

determine the correct label. The system that local law enforcement officers typically use is the 

coding system put out by the FBI, Uniform Crime Classification Codes. This system labels calls 

to law enforcement based on a numbering system and the calls are not labeled in the exact way 

that they were for our study. While this would not affect the number of calls between the couple, 

it may have a slight effect on the classification of the type of calls made to law enforcement.  

Future Research 

 Future research should include assessing whether the types of IPV/A that was reported at 

mediation was related to the types of calls that were made to law enforcement. This data was 

collected and will be analyzed to determine if the same levels of IPV/A present in the marriage 

continues post-divorce.  Not only would it indicate if the same levels of IPV/A are present but 

also give a comparison of the types of calls that couples make to law enforcement with the types 

of victimization that the couples report. Another variable to look at would be to look at the 

suspect and the victim of the call and whether an arrest was made. This would give more 

information on who is making the calls, who is the perpetrator, and whether it matches with the 

self-report data.  

 Fathers who report Sexual Assault, Intimidation, and Coercion after post hoc analyses 

tend to belong to couples that are more mutually violent or the female is the primary abuser. 

Further analyses of these couples should be done to determine if the reports of victimization 

match with the calls to law enforcement. Also further analyses should be done to determine what 
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these couples are calling law enforcement for, if at all, due to the possibility of father’s under-

reported (Schluter, Paterson, & Feehan, 2007). 

 Investigating terms of mediation agreements and divorce decrees is also important to 

learn if those with restrictions on contact between the couple are effective in reducing post-

divorce IPV/A and calls to law enforcement. Once the restrictions are studied, it is also important 

to investigate how this affects the children, to make sure that these restrictions are not having 

negative consequences. 
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Figure 1. Case Flow Chart. Reasons for why cases were excluded from the sample.
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Table 1 

 

Demographics 

 

 !  !  

Mean!

 

Range!

 

SD!

 

Mother Age at Petition 

 

34.43!

 

17-54!

 

7.31!

Age of Couple!

Father Age at Petition 36.68! 19-71! 8.14!

 

Reported by Mothers 

 

1.99!

 

1 – 6!

 

.94!

Number of Children!

Reported by Fathers 1.99! 1 – 6! .94!

 

Ethnicity 

Father!

 

60.9% Caucasian 

 

28.1% Hispanic 

5.1% Other 

 

5.8% Not Answered 

Mother!

 

59.8% Caucasian 

31.1% Hispanic 

3.7%  Other 

 

"#$%!&'(!)*+,-.-/!

Education 

 

Years Completed 

 

Percent of Sample (N=810) 

 

 

Father!

 

 

0-12 

High School Graduate 

Some College 

College Graduate 

 

9.0% 

38.1% 

27.2% 

20.2% 

Mother 

 

0-12 

High School Graduate 

Some College 

College Graduate 

 

11.2% 

36.2% 

29.6% 

17.7% 
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Table 2 

 

Cronbach’s Alpha Reliabilities for Categories in RBRS 

 

Category on RBRS 

 

Father Alpha Mother Alpha 

Psychological Abuse 

 

.90 .91 

Coercive Control 

 

.79 .84 

Physical Abuse 

 

.88 .84 

Sexual Assault 

 

.66 .82 

Threats of Escalated Physical Abuse .79 .86 
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Table 3 

 

Coding for Law Enforcement Call Collection 

 

TPD Worksheet Sheriff Worksheet 

Code Type of Call Code Type of Call 

A Assault A Assault 

T Trespassing T Trespassing 

H Harassment H Harassment 

PH Phone Harassment PH Phone Harassment 

S Stalking S Stalking 

IwC Interfering with Custody IwC Interfering with Custody 

CA Child Abuse CA Child Abuse 

CV Custodial Violation CV Custodial Violation 

TH Threats TH Threats 

CD Criminal Damage CD Criminal Damage 

KTP Keeping the Peace KTP Keeping the Peace 

DTP Disturbing the Peace DTP Disturbing the Peace 

OOP Order of Protection OOP Order of Protection 

VOOP Violation of Order of Protection VOOP Violation of Order of Protection 

ODV Other Misc DV ODV Other Misc DV 

  PP Pending Prosecution 

  OI Ongoing Investigation 
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Table 4 

Means and Standard Deviations of Mother and Father Reports of Victimization of IPV/A 

Mean (N) Standard Deviation 

Variables 

Mother Father Mother Father 

Psychological Abuse 3.0* 

(809) 

2.5 

(804) 

1.5 1.4 

Coercive Control 2.3* 

(783) 

1.9 

 (779) 

1.4 1.1 

Physical Abuse .6  

(809) 

.6 

(808) 

.9 .9 

Sexual Abuse .6* 

(803) 

.2 

(794) 

.9 .4 

Threats/Escalated Physical Abuse .4* 

(802) 

.2 

(808) 

.6 .4 

     Note: *p<.001 
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Table 5 

Number of Calls Made to Law Enforcement 

 N 

Couples 

with calls 

(% of 

sample) 

Minimum Maximum Mean Standard Deviation 

Total Calls to Law 

Enforcement 

334 

(41.2) 

0.0 26.0 1.2 2.4 

Calls Prior to Petition of 

Divorce 

129 

(15.9) 

0.0 7.0 .2 .8 

Calls Between Petition and 

Decree 

130 

(16.0) 

0.0 10.0 .3 1.1 

Calls Post-Decree (After 

Divorce) 

123 

(15.2) 

0.0 21.0 .4 1.4 

Note: *p<.05 
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Table 6 

Summary Statistics, Correlations and Results from the Regression Analysis of Mother and 

Father Reports of Victimization as Predictors of Total Calls to Law Enforcement 

 

Multiple regression weights Variable Mean 

(N) 

Standard 

Deviation 

Correlation 

with total 

calls to law 

enforcement 

b " 

Mother reports of 

Threats of and 

Escalated Physical 

Abuse 

.41 (802) .64 .29** 1.09*** .29 

Father reports of 

Physical Abuse 

 

.57 (808) .89 .20** .40*** .15 

Note: *p < .05   **p<.01 *** p<.001
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Table 7 

Summary Statistics, Correlations and Results from the Regression Analyses for Calls to Law 

Enforcement During Different Time Periods of Divorce Process 

 
Multiple regression 

weights 

 

Time 

period of 

calls 

Variable Mean 

(N) 

Standard 

Deviation 

Correlation with 

calls to law 

enforcement 

b " 

Prior to 

petition 

being 

filed 

Mother reports of 

Threats of and 

Escalated Physical 

Abuse 

.41 (802) .64 .16** .16*** .17 

Mother reports of 

Threats of and 

Escalated Physical 

Abuse 

.41 (802) .64 .19** .32*** .20 
During 

the 

divorce 

process 
Father reports of 

Sexual Assaults, 

Intimidation, or 

Coercion 

.18 (794) .41 .13** .26*** .10 

After the 

decree 

was filed 

Mother reports of 

Threats of and 

Escalated Physical 

Abuse 

.41 (802) .64 .13** .27*** .13 

Note: *p < .05   **p<.01 *** p<.001
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Table 8 

Demographic Variables as Predictors of Calls Made to Law Enforcement 

 Father 

children 

count 

Mother 

children count 

Father 

marriage count 

Mother 

marriage count 

Total Calls to Law Enforcement 

Pearson Correlation 

Significance 

 

.08* 

.02 

 

.08* 

.02 

 

.03 

.3 

 

.03 

.3 

Calls Prior to Petition of Divorce 

Pearson Correlation 

Significance 

 

.04 

.2 

 

.04 

.2 

 

.05 

.2 

 

.08* 

.02 

Calls Between Petition and Decree 

Pearson Correlation 

Significance 

 

.04 

.3 

 

.04 

.3 

 

.02 

.6 

 

-.04 

.3 

Calls Post-Decree (After Divorce) 

Pearson Correlation 

Significance 

 

.08* 

.02 

 

.08* 

.02 

 

.01 

.7 

 

.0 

1.0 

Note: * indicates p<.05; ** indicates p<.01 

 


