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Abstract

Background and Aims:

Physical violence against women is a major public health issue worldwide, and it is associated with
serious effects on the health of victims. The aim of this study is to explore physical violence among
married women in Saudi Arabia, by describing the frequency, severity, and consequences of this vio-
lence. Exploring the victim’s reaction to the violence is also one of the objectives of this study.
Methods:

A cross-sectional study was conducted from May 2020 to June 2020. The data was collected using an
electronic survey that was distributed using social media.

Results:

352 (15.6%) of the participants reported that they have been subjected to physical violence by their
husbands at least once. Approximately half (45.9%) of the women who experienced physical violence
were abused in front of their children. The majority of abused women have said that their husbands’
violence affected their physical or mental health (92.4%). 81% of abused women in this study did
not ask for help from specialized services. The most common reasons for not asking for help were
because victims were afraid that they will lose their children (38.3%), bring shame to the family
(28.2%)), or that they were afraid of divorce (24.3%).
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Introduction

Violence against women is a major pub-
lic health issue worldwide, and a signifi-
cant violation of the basic human rights of
women.' According to the United Nations,
the most common type of violence against
women internationally is physical violence
in which the perpetrator is an intimate part-
ner.” International data found that almost
30% of women in intimate relationships
have encountered physical or sexual vio-
lence by their partners. According to the
WHO, the Eastern Mediterranean region,
which includes the Arab countries, has the
second-highest prevalence of physical and/
or sexual partner violence against women
after South-East Asia.! 37% of women in
the Eastern Mediterranean region were
subjected to physical or sexual violence.! A
systemic review among women undergo-
ing healthcare in Arab countries found that
35.5% of women were physically abused.’
Although data from individual Arab coun-
tries are limited,' previous studies found
that the prevalence of physical violence
among married women reached up to 34%
in Egypt,* 31.2% in Jordan,’ and 40.67%
in Lebanon.® In a Kuwaiti study among
married and divorced women, 71% of the
women were abused physically.” Moreo-
ver, a study that examined violence-related

injuries in the United Arab Emirates found

that women were significantly more likely
to be injured at home and by a family mem-
ber.® In Saudi Arabia, there is no previous
national study that assessed the prevalence
of physical violence among married wom-
en. However, previous studies in prima-
ry health care centers found a prevalence
ranging from 9% to 80.7%.°, '*13

Domestic violence against women 1is
associated with various negative health
effects. Women who are in abusive rela-
tionships were found to have an increased
risk of anxiety, PTSD, and depression.'* '
Abused women were also found to be eight
times more likely to attempt suicide and
six times more likely to abuse substanc-
es than non-abused women.'*!'” Domestic
violence is also associated with multiple
forms of physical complaints like head-
ache, chronic pain, gastrointestinal symp-
toms, and fatigue.'* In addition, domestic
violence was found to increase healthcare
costs among abused women compared to
women who are not abused.'* It is also as-
sociated with increased non-health-relat-
ed costs like criminal justice services and
damaged or lost properties.'®

There are several sociocultural, indi-
vidual, and relationship factors that can
be attributed to domestic violence interna-
tionally." Individual factors may include
young age, low academic level, low in-

come, and substance-use disorders.!” Re-
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lationship factors include marital conflict
and instability, polygamy, and the number
of children.' ?° Also, the existence of tra-
ditional gender roles and social norms that
tolerate domestic violence in a community
was found to be a main sociocultural risk
factor.”” This is especially true in some
Arab countries, where the belief that hus-
bands are superior to their wives and they
have the right to punish them still exists.”:
21 Tt was also suggested that domestic vio-
lence will increase in communities where
the status of women is changing, and this
is the current status of women in Saudi
Arabia.” This is because in communities
where women have very low status, vio-
lence is not required to establish male au-
thority, and violence is not acceptable in
communities where women have already
established high status.

The available information in the lit-
erature regarding factors influencing the
prevalence of domestic violence is based
mostly on Western studies, and it may not
fully represent other communities." Stud-
ies examining domestic violence in Saudi
Arabia, which differ in culture and social
norms from Western societies, are still
limited.?® Thus, this study aims to describe
the various forms of physical violence
against women in Saudi Arabia, as well as
the consequences and reasons for this vi-

olence and the victims’ reactions towards

it. This national study is one of the first, if
not the first, to explore the characteristics
of physical violence in Saudi Arabia. na-
tional study to explore the characteristics
of physical violence in Saudi Arabia. Re-
sults from this study may help identify dif-
ferent preventable factors of domestic vi-
olence and barriers preventing the victims
from reporting, which may provide a basis
for policymakers to develop anti-violence

rules and policies.

Materials and methods
Study design

A cross-sectional study was conducted
during the COVID-19 quarantine period
in Saudi Arabia, from 23 March until 21
June, 2020. The study included married
women, 18 years of age or older, and liv-
ing in Saudi Arabia during the study peri-
od. It used a non-probability convenience
sampling technique, and the data were
collected using an electronic survey dis-
tributed through social media. The optimal
sample size for this study was calculated
using Raosoft* with a 5% margin of error,
a confidence level of 99%, and a popula-
tion size of 4,832,830 married Saudi and
non-Saudi women in the 15 to 65 year age
group, according to Saudi General Author-
ity for Statistics (2011)**. The sample size
was calculated as 700 participants, with

the final sample size 2254 participants.
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Data collection

This study is a part of a larger research
project investigating all types of violence
and the associated factors in Saudi Ara-
bia.25 The data-gathering instrument was
an adapted and edited Arabic version of
the 2006 WHO international self-assess-
ment survey. The questionnaire was re-
trieved from Abolfotouh and Almuneef.*
27.28 Further modifications have been made
to the questionnaire reflecting our study
objectives, taking into account the study’s
current state of the COVID-19 pandemic.
In addition to demographic data, the ques-
tionnaire included questions about the fre-
quency and severity of physical violence,
its consequences, risk factors, and the vic-
tim’s reaction. The study was approved by
the Institutional Review Board of King
Abdullah International Medical Research
Center. The questionnaire was accompa-
nied by an informed consent form, and the
participants completed the questionnaire
voluntarily. Participants were informed of
the objectives of the study. This study did
not obtain any personal or identifying in-
formation to ensure privacy and confiden-
tiality. The data were only accessible to the

research team.

Statistical analyses
Data were entered and analyzed with
MS Excel and SPSS 24.0 (IBM Inc., Chi-

cago USA) statistical software. Frequency
and percentage were used to describe the
categorical data and the outcome variables.
Data were analyzed with the assistance of

an external data-analysis service.

Results
Socio-demographic characteristics

2254 married women have answered
the electronic questionnaire. The majori-
ty of them were Saudi (94.6%), 31 to 40
years-old (45.3%), government employ-
ees (72.3%), and with a college education
(65.7%). Most of the women also had alive
parents (70.4% fathers; 88.4% mothers)
and 3-5 children (35.2%), and about 75%
of women had mentioned that they were
part of 1 to 5 male and female siblings
in their respective families. Similarly,
the husbands were predominantly 31-40
years old (46.3%), government employ-
ees (42.8%), and with a college education
(53.4%) (Table 1).

Frequency and severity of physical
violence

Of 2254 women who participated in this
study, only 352 (15.6%) reported that they
have been subjected to physical violence
from their husbands. 93% of the women
who were subjected to violence have ever
been slapped/ punched on any part of their
bodies by their husbands (10.4% always;

9.2% most of the time; 73.4% sometimes),
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Table 1: Sociodemographic characteristics of the married women and their husbands (n=2254).

Characteristics of Women No.(%) Characteristics of Husbands No.(%)
Nationality (n=2247) Age group (n=2030)
Saudi 2129 (94.7) 21-30 215 (10.6)
Non-Saudi 118 (5.3) 31-40 940 (46.3)
41-50 536 (26.4)
Age group (n=2254) More than 50 339 (16.7)
<=30 702 (31.1)
31-40 1022 (45.3) Level of education(n=2031)
41-50 387 (17.2) Read and Write 9(0.4)
More than 50 143 (6.3) Below high school 116 (5.7)
High school 493 (24.3)
Is your father alive? College 1085 (53.4)
(n=2141) Post-graduate studies 328 (16.1)
Yes 1507 (70.4)
No 634 (29.6) Have a job or source of income?
(n=2041)
Is your mother alive? (n=2142) Yes 1917 (93.9)
Yes 1894 (88.4) No 124 (6.1)
No 248 (11.6)
Type of job (n=1884)
How many male siblings do you have? (n=2254) Private sector employee 549 (29.1)
None 92 (4.1) Government employee 807 (42.8)
1to5 1780 (79.0) Businessman 170 (9.0)
More than 5 382 (16.9) Military job 358 (19.0)
How many female siblings do you have? Nature of job (n=1886)
(n=2254) Permanent 1628 (86.3)
None 88 (3.9) Temporary 104 (5.5)
Ito5 1676 (74.4) I do not know 154 (8.2)
More than 5 490 (21.7) _
No. of children (n=2254)
No child 244 (10.8)
1-2 724 (32.1)
3-5 794 (35.2)
More than 5 492 (21.8)
Level of education (n=2144)
Read and Write 13 (0.6)
Below high school 64 (3.0)
High school 294 (13.7)
College 1408 (65.7)
Post-graduate studies 365 (17.0)
Do you have a job or any other private source of
income?
(n=2151)
Yes 1079 (50.2)
No 1072(49.8)
If yes, nature of the job? (n=951)
Government employee 688 (72.3)
Private sector employee 200 (21.0)
Others 63 (6.6)

65.4% have been kicked/pushed or thrown been threatened with a handgun or knife
on the floor (7.1% always; 9.4% most of (1.1% always; 2.3% most of the time; 8.0%

the time; 48.9% sometimes), 11.4% have sometimes), 33.1% have been subjected to
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chocking (2.6% always; 5.1% most of the
time; 25.4% sometimes), 60.7% have had
house items thrown at them (7.4% always;
12.0% most of the time; 41.3% sometimes),
and 59.9% have been subjected to other
forms of physical violence like bites, pull-
ing, or burning (5.7% always; 8.6% most

of the time; 45.6% sometimes) (Table 2).

Table 2: Frequency and severity of physical violence against
married women (n=350).

Items of physical violence No.(%)
Has your husband ever slapped/punched on any part
of your body?
Always 37 (10.4)
Most of the time 32 (9.2)
Sometimes 257 (73.4)
Never 24 (7.0)

Has your husband ever kicked/pushed or thrown you
on the floor?

Always 25(7.1)

Most of the time 33(9.4)
Sometimes 171 (48.9)
Never 121 (34.6)

Has your husband ever threatened you with a hand-
gun or a knife against you?

Always 4(1.1)
Most of the time 8(2.3)
Sometimes 28 (8.0)
Never 310 (88.6)
Has your husband ever tried to choke you?
Always 9 (2.6)
Most of the time 18 (5.1)
Sometimes 89 (25.4)
Never 234 (66.9)
Has your husband ever thrown house items on you?
Always 26 (7.4)
Most of the time 42 (12.0)
Sometimes 145 (41.3)
Never 138 (39.3)
Has your husband ever lashed you with a whip or agal?
Always 11 (3.1
Most of the time 15 (4.3)
Sometimes 84 (23.9)
Never 241 (68.7)

Items of physical violence | No.(%)
Other (Bitten/twist your arm/pulled your hair/tried to
burn you)
Always 20 (5.7)
Most of the time 30 (8.6)
Sometimes 159 (45.6)
Never 140 (40.1)

Characteristics and consequences of
physical violence

The majority of violence victims in this
study were abused in the absence of others
(49.1%) and did not remember the last time
their husbands hit them (71.4%) or how
many times in the last year (89.1%). 39.1%
of women who were victims of violence
have been beaten by their husbands while
pregnant. The vast majority of abused wom-
en have said that their husbands’ violence
affected their physical or mental health
(92.4%). 45.5% have sustained injury sec-
ondary to physical violence, and 20.6%
have lost consciousness as a result of the
violence. Approximately half of the wom-
en (51.6%) were hurt badly enough to need
healthcare, and the types of injuries that ne-
cessitated treatment were Bruises (76.6%),
Wounds (31.2%), Eye/ear injury (28.6%),
Abortion (16.9%), Broken bones (13.0%),
Broken teeth (5.2%), and burns (2.6%).

Table 3: Characteristics and consequences of physical vio-

lence against married women.

Items of after effect of physical
violence

No.(%)

Most of the time, are you physically abused (n=344)

In front of others 17 (4.9)
In front of the children 158 (45.9)
In the absence of others 169 (49.1)
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Items of after effect of physical
violence

No.(%)

When was the last time your husband hit you?

(n=350)
Last month 53 (15.1)
Last week 47 (13.4)
I do not remember 250 (71.4)
How many times were you hit last year?(n=212)
I do not remember 189 (89.1)
Number of times (n=23) ( mean & 2.2(1.9)

sd.)

Have you ever been beaten by your husband while
you were pregnant? (n=350)

Yes
No
Not applicable

137 (39.1)
175 (50.0)
38 (10.9)

Would you say that your husband’s violence to-
wards you affected your physical or mental health?

(n=328)
Alot 303 (92.4)
Alittle 23 (7.0)
No effect 2 (0.6)
Have you ever been injured due to the physical

abuse from your husband? (352)

Yes
No

160 (45.5)
192 (54.5)

Have you ever lost consciousness as

physical abuse? (n=160)

a result of the

Yes
No
I do not remember

33 (20.6)
112 (70.0)
15 (9.4)

Were you ever hurt badly enough that you needed

healthcare? (n=161)

Yes 83 (51.6)
No 78 (48.4)
What is the type of injury that neces-
sitated treatment? [Multiple respons-
es] (n=77)
Eye/ear injury 22 (28.6)
Abortion 13 (16.9)
Broken teeth 4(5.2)
Wounds 24 (31.2)
Broken bones 10 (13.0)
Burns 2 (2.6)
Bruises 59 (76.6)

For your injury, did you have to spend any nights in

a hospital? (n=82)

Yes
No

10 (12.2)
72 (87.8)

Reasons of physical violence among mar-
ried women and their reactions towards it.

According to the women who were
subjected to violence in this study, their
husbands hit them mostly for no spe-
cific reason (39.7%), if they disobeyed
(34.8%), and due to problems with his
or her family (32.1%). The women re-
acted to the violence by their husbands
by crying (57%), defending themselves
(54.3%), asking for divorce (21%), leav-
ing the house (16.8%), and asking for
help (11.3%). Approximately half of the
women subjected to physical violence told
their siblings (51.2%) or parents (50.8%);
31.4% of the women told no one about the
violence. 81% of violence victims did not
ask for help from the police, social pro-
tection, court, hospitals, or counselors.
The most common reasons for not asking
for help were because they were afraid
that they will lose their children (38.3%),
bring bad name to the family (28.2%),
or afraid of divorce (24.3%) (Table 4).

Discussion

In this study, physical violence among
married women in Saudi Arabia was found
to be 15.6%. This is lower than the preva-
lence that was reported worldwide (30%)
or in the Eastern Mediterranean region
37%." This study is among the first Sau-

di studies to address physical violence on
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Table 4: Reasons of physical violence against married women and their reactions

Items of reactions to physical violence No.(%)
In your personal opinion, what are the most important 3 reasons that makes your husband hit you?
[multiple responses] (n=330)
When he is unemployed 29 (8.8)
Financial reasons 72 (21.8)
No specific reason 131 (39.7)
If I refuse to have sexual relations with him 39 (11.8)
If T am late to cook or have not cooked 24 (7.3)
When I am pregnant 5(1.5)
Family problems with his or your family 106 (32.1)
If I disobey him 115 (34.8)
When he is jealous over me 44 (13.3)
When he is jealous of me 37 (11.2)
Workplace problems 41 (12.4)
Usually, how do you act when your husband hits you? [Multiple responses] (n=328)
Ask for help 37 (11.3)
Ask for divorce 69 (21.0)
Leave the house 55 (16.8)
Cry 187 (57.0)
Defend myself 178 (54.3)
Who have you told about the physical violence? [Multiple responses] (n=309)
Parents 157 (50.8)
No one 97 (31.4)
Siblings 158 (51.2)
Husband’s family 54 (17.5)
Relatives 10 (3.2)
Children 42 (13.6)
Neighbours 8(2.6)
Friends 50 (16.2)
Physician/hospital 21(6.8)
Police 18 (5.8)
Judge 929
Did you ever go to any of the following for help? [Multiple responses] (n=321)
Court 16 (5.0)
Social protection (report centre, 1919) 20 (6.2)
Police 22 (6.9)
Hospital 21 (6.5)
Counsellor 20 (6.2)
No 260 (81.0)
If the answer is no, why did you not go to any of these? [Multiple responses] (n=206)
Afraid of being hit again 17 (8.3)
I do not know 64 (31.1)
Embarrassed/afraid of being blamed 48 (23.3)
Bring shame to family 58 (28.2)
Afraid would lose children 79 (38.3)
Afraid of divorce 50 (24.3)
Other women have not received the proper support/help 26 (12.6)
It is normal, nothing serious 18 (8.7)
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a national level. Previous Saudi studies
have assessed physical violence only in
clinical settings (e.g., primary health care
centers) or in a single city. Studies that
were conducted in primary health care
centers in Saudi Arabia found the preva-
lence of physical violence among married
women to be 17.9% in Al-Ahsa,” 20% in
Riyadh," 25% in Medina,'? 44.5% in Jed-
dah," and 80.7% in Arar.’ Also, A previous
study in multiple teaching, governmental,
and primary health care institutions in Ri-
yadh found that the prevalence of physi-
cal violence among married women was
9%.'" These discrepancies between the
prevalence found in Saudi studies may be
attributed to multiple reasons related to
their methodologies such as variations in
study design, study duration, the setting, or
the data collection method (survey-based
vs. interview). It was noticed that the stud-
ies with a lower sample size had a higher
prevalence of physical violence. For ex-
ample, the study conducted in Arar among
208 participants had an 80.7% prevalence
of physical violence,” and the study con-
ducted in Jeddah resulted in a 44.5% prev-
alence of physical violence had 200 partic-
ipants.”® On the other hand, this study had
2254 participants and resulted in a 15%
prevalence of violence. Another reason to
explain the variation of the prevalence be-

tween local studies is the sociodemograph-

ic profile of the participants. Women from
different cities may have different cultural
backgrounds, which may influence their
experience of violence.

Most abused women in this study re-
ported that their partner’s abuse had affect-
ed them a lot physically or mentally, and
approximately half of them have been hurt
badly enough to need healthcare. Negative
health effects of domestic violence have
been reported internationally' and among
the Arab population.’® A previous system-
ic review among Arab clinical populations
found that domestic violence significant-
ly increased the odds of sleep problems,
depression, pain, abortion, and hyperten-
sion.*® Despite the health effects, 81% of
abused women in this study did not go to
any specialized service for help. Similar-
ly, data from the USA suggest that 85% to
97.5% of abused women do not report do-
mestic violence.’ In local studies among
primary healthcare visitors, 40% of abused
women In Riyadh'® and 41.4% of abused
women in Al-Ahsa® did not seek any help.
These numbers suggest that the true preva-
lence of domestic violence, whether phys-
ical or otherwise, might be much higher
than the reported prevalence because many
cases are not reported. Most of the abused
women in this study did not remember the
last time their husbands hit them or how

many times in the last year. This could
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indicate that the violence could be infre-
quent in some cases, so some women do
not remember it. For example, the major-
ity of the women answered “sometimes”
when asked if they have ever been slapped
(73.4%) or kicked (48.9%) by their hus-
bands. Another explanation for this forget-
fulness could be psychological repression
of the event by the victims due to its trau-
matizing nature.

In our study, women did not report the
violence mostly because of fear of losing
children, fear of bringing shame to their
families, and fear of divorce. It was sug-
gested that the reasons for not reporting
domestic violence could be personal or
cultural.®' Personal reasons may include
financial dependency of the victim on her
abuser, fear of revenge, or simply embar-
rassment, while cultural reasons include an
imbalance of women and men in society,
victim-blaming, and family’s privacy.’!
Due to the traditional culture of Saudi so-
ciety, these reasons may affect Saudi wom-
en’s decision to report to a greater extent
than Western women. Unlike western cul-
ture which values individuality, the Saudi
society is a collectivist society that puts the
needs and desires of the large group, like
the family, over the individual’s best inter-
est.*? Another reason for not reporting do-
mestic violence in Saudi Arabia could be

that some women think it is an acceptable,

and even justifiable, way of solving mari-
tal conflict. For example, 51% of women
who participated in a cross-sectional study
in Southern Saudi Arabia thought it is ac-
ceptable for the husband to beat the wife in
case she insulted him or disobeyed him.*
In another Saudi study, 52.7% of men and
36% of women thought that violence is
appropriate in case of women’s miscon-
duct.** Saudi Arabia has an existing law of
protection from abuse, and the country is
currently modifying rules and regulations
to allow more independence for women as
part of it is 2030 vision.*® However, there
is still a role for policymakers to ensure
that the laws are implanted correctly (i.e.,
abusers are getting persecuted, and victims
are getting helped).>> Also, there is a need
for awareness campaigns to spread aware-
ness that domestic violence is not accept-
able in any case, under any circumstances,
and it is actually a crime.

There was a high number of women who
were physically abused during pregnancy
in this study (39.1%). Data regarding the
prevalence of physical violence among
pregnant women in Saudi Arabia is limit-
ed; however, two studies in Eastern Saudi
Arabia addressed the topic and found that
the prevalence was 22%-69.5%.%% %" Ac-
cording to the WHO, physical intimate
partner violence during pregnancy ranged

between 1% in Japan and 28% in Peru.’®
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In Arab countries, Hawcroft et al. found
that physical violence during pregnancy
ranged from 10.4% to 54%.* The Saudi
prevalence of physical abuse during preg-
nancy found by this study and two other
studies®®37 appears to be on the higher side
when compared to the international preva-
lence and is closer to the prevalence found
by other Arab studies,** perhaps due to the
cultural similarities between Saudi Arabia
and other Arab countries. Indeed, this high
prevalence indicates a need for domestic
violence screening in prenatal clinics.
Approximately half (45.9%) of the
women in this study were abused in front
of their children. This finding was similar
to a study in Riyadh in which 65.3% of
women have been abused while their chil-
dren witnessed it.!" Previous international
studies also found that children from fami-
lies who deal with domestic violence could
be three to nine times more likely to expe-
rience injury or abuse, whether directly or
when trying to protect a parent.** Children
from abusive families were also found to
be more likely involved in bullying, play-
ground violence, and juvenile crime.*
These findings indicate that interventions
focusing on violence against women would
also be helpful to the whole family. More-
over, exploring domestic violence against
mothers in children who have behavioral

or unexplained medical symptoms may be

beneficial.

This study has multiple limitations.
One is that the data were collected using
an electronic survey distributed by social
media, which may affect the accuracy and
the reliability of the results and result in
self-reporting bias. For example, this study
may not reflect the nature of physical vio-
lence among Saudi women who do not use
social media, do not use it frequently, or
do not use the app that was used to collect
the data for this study. Also, women who
have never experienced physical violence
may not be eager to participate in the sur-
vey due to less interest in the subject than
physical-violence victims. Moreover, the
sample size included may not accurately
reflect the prevalence for the females suf-
fering from domestic violence due to fears
of identifying the responders’ identity,
which may be a cause for social embar-

rassment and further violence.

conclusion

In conclusion, in this study, 15% of
women were subjected to physical abuse,
and most of them were impacted negative-
ly as a result of this experience. Despite
the negative effects, 81% of the women
did not report the violence, and 31.4% of
the women did not even tell their family
or friends. There was a high prevalence

of women who were abused while preg-
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nant or in front of their children, 39.1%
and 45.9%, respectively. Findings from
this study suggest an urgent need for pol-
icymakers to facilitate reporting domestic
violence and helping the victims. Also, do-
mestic violence awareness campaigns in
the community would be beneficial. More-
over, domestic screening programs should
be implanted in healthcare settings to iden-

tify possible victims.
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