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PREFACE

Why Do We Need an Introductory Text
on Abuse in the Family?

I don’t think we can deny that family abuse, in one form or another, is now
a major social concern. Over the last 35 years or so, both the public and
members of the professional community have become increasingly inter-
ested in this issue. Attorney General Janet Reno asserts that it may be the
leading contributor to most of today’s social problems.

In addition to being a human service educator, I am also a clinician. My
clinical experience has convinced me that understanding family maltreat-
ment is vital to being competent at dealing with some of the most impor-
tant real-life concerns of clients.

When I was in school preparing for my career in human services, I didn't
get formal training on handling abuse issues. I got most of my training after
I left school and when [ was already in practice, usually through workshops,
self-directed study, and professional supervision. Learning to handle abuse
cases in the field is something like reading the repair manual after your car
has broken down. Because this is how many clinicians learn, I've become
convinced that we ought to start teaching prospective human service
providers about family abuse issues before they start to practice.

When I began my college teaching career, one of the first courses I
taught was a course dealing with family maltreatment. It made perfect sense
to offer such a course, yet I soon learned that formal courses on the subject
were something of a new thing. I also discovered that finding a textbook
wasn’t so easy. While there were a number of scholarly books dealing with
one or more aspects of family maltreatment, I couldn’t find anything that
really seemed geared for the classroom.

xiii



xiv

Preface

Who Is This Text For?

This book is written for students in a variety of disciplines, who need a com-
prehensive introduction to the subject of family maltreatment. I hope it will
meet the need for a readable, yet instructive, text on the subject. It is
intended to serve as an introduction, not as an exhaustive examination of
all aspects of the field. There are a number of other professional and techni-
cal volumes that deal extensively with such specialized areas as intervention
and treatment (many of these are included in the Suggested Reading sec-
tions located at the end of each chapter).

Since the course I regularly teach on the subject has no prerequisites, I
don’t assume that the reader already has a background in the social sciences,
and I certainly don’t assume the student has already been out in the field,
though many have. I hope the text will appeal to a broad audience, espe-
cially those who want to become human service workers, social workers,
teachers, counselors, therapists, psychologists, or nurses, though I also hope
it will be a useful introduction to anyone who wants to know more about
the subject. It is written in a style that might be appropriate for use in com-
munity college, university, and beginning-level graduate courses.

Philosophy and Structure

Each major topic area will be looked at from an ecological or systems per-
spective. This means that we aren’t interested in just single explanations
but, rather, interacting explanations from a variety of levels: social and cul-
tural, family, and individual. When this happens, a number of important
questions seem to get raised, reminding us that the kind of issues we're deal-
ing with are complex. What social and cultural influences are at play? How
do family relationships influence maltreatment? What personality and indi-
vidual factors are at work?

The family abuse domain is not a unified field of study, but is divided
into a number of semiautonomous specialty areas: child physical abuse,
child neglect, child emotional or psychological maltreatment, child sexual
abuse, sexual offenders, domestic violence, and elder abuse. There seems to
have been a tendency for professionals and researchers to focus their atten-
tion on one or more very specialized areas. Sometimes even within a partic-
ular specialty, such as child physical abuse, they might concentrate on just
a small part of the issue. As a consequence, researchers and professionals
sometimes carry out their work independently, unaware of what others are
doing. By bringing each of the maltreatment topic areas together in one
text, I hope to give students a more unified view.

The text is divided into eight chapters. The first chapter serves as a sur-
vey of the family abuse landscape. It includes an overview of the various
forms of maltreatment but also introduces the systemic or ecological per-
spective adopted throughout the rest of the text. In this vein, the reader is
oriented to the macro-meso-micro format, with which we explore the inter-
acting levels of explanation. We will be examining broad social and cultural
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influences, relationship factors, and individual characteristics in our effort
to understand what happens in family maltreatment. This survey chapter
also introduces the reader to some basic discussion about the social sciences,
the scientific method, and how to interpret what we read when it comes to
family maltreatment. Chapters 2 through 4 deal with child physical abuse,
child psychological maltreatment and neglect, and child sexual abuse.
Chapter 5 discusses intervention in child abuse cases, including investiga-
tion, risk assessment, court involvement, treatment, and other forms of inter-
vention. In Chapter 6 we discuss sex offenders and also touch on society’s
attempts to deal with them. In Chapter 7 we cover the problem of domestic
violence, and in our discussion we look at its definitions, possible causes
(including society’s attitudes about women), and some new (and, I think,
exciting) research about batterers. We discuss steps that are being taken to
help victims and things we can do to deal with perpetrators. In the final
chapter, Chapter 8, we explore the often neglected issue of elder maltreat-
ment. Here again, we explore its reasons, including society’s attitudes about
the elderly, and we look at what is being done to help solve the problem.

Studies and research are cited, and wherever possible we try to use that
research as we test and explore various concepts and theories. Whenever
appropriate, I also include clinical experiences, case examples, media
reports, and other supplemental information to add relevance and enhance
interest. These are usually highlighted in a box and placed near relevant text
or discussion. Figures, charts, tables, and other aids to assist in understand-
ing the data are also included whenever appropriate.

The reader will find that each chapter is structurally similar. Once you
become familiar with the organization of one chapter, you’ll find consider-
able consistency in each of the others. Each chapter contains a chapter sum-
mary at its conclusion. Since critical thinking has become an increasingly
important concern, at the end of each chapter you will find a section titled
“Legal and Ethical Concerns: Critical Thinking Questions.” Much like the
questioning of Socrates in ancient times, these questions are designed to
encourage students to critically examine issues that raise significant moral
and ethical questions. You will also find a review guide, suggested activities,
and a few suggested readings at the conclusion of each chapter. Key terms
and concepts are highlighted in bold type throughout the text. While
descriptions and definitions accompany the terms and concepts in the dis-
cussion, you will also find a glossary at the end of each chapter.

A Few Personal Comments to Students

Before turning to how to use this text, it may be appropriate to make a few
comments of a more personal nature. Those of us working in human ser-
vices do not do our work in a vacuum. We live in families too, and some of
us may have been exposed to family abuse in one form or another. The kind
of material presented here has a way of “kicking up” personal issues related
to maltreatment that may have occurred in your own life. One of the
reviewers of this text really brought this issue home. She commented that
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over half of all students taking her courses are in various stages of dealing
with maltreatment that they themselves have experienced in their own fam-
ily spheres. I have found this to be true among students in my courses as well.
If reading this material brings up issues for you, I will tell you that it may be
better to grapple with this now, rather than bumping into it later, when
you're already in the field. Working with abuse issues can be emotionally
challenging for anyone, so be prepared to do some personal introspection
and experience a certain amount of discomfort. If you get into major distress,
seek professional assistance outside the classroom. Should you find yourself
becoming particularly troubled by the material presented in this text, I
strongly encourage you to consult a professional therapist. You may also
want to notify your professor, and perhaps even consider taking the course
at another time, if you suspect the distress you experience is unmanageable.

In addition to monitoring any reactions you may have relating to prior
maltreatment, I also hope you will look at the feelings and attitudes you
have about each of the topics and themes. I want to challenge you to exam-
ine whatever feelings may surface, and use them as a way to learn more
about your own attitudes and beliefs. Why do you think or feel as you do?
How well do your old beliefs fit with the new information you are being
exposed to? What are the implications of this new information? Does it
change your preexisting attitudes? If so, why? If not, why not?

How to Use This Text

I think it’s always good to initially skim through the book and stop to take
a close look at material that interests you. You may also want to skim the
chapters before sitting down to read and study them. After completing a
chapter, you may want to go back and give a second look at some of the
topic areas. The chapter summaries may help you organize your thinking
into a more coherent whole. As mentioned earlier, each chapter contains a
series of legal and ethical questions which are designed to spark discussion
and critical thinking. The review guide is designed to help you as you study
and try to master the material. Initially, I suggest that you may want to use
it to assess how much of the material you've learned. While terms are
defined within the context of the discussion, you might want to use the
glossary at the back of each chapter for quick reference. Since a text such as
this cannot possibly deal with every issue related to family maltreatment, a
number of other suggested readings are included at the end of each chapter.
A number of these readings are considered classics, while others represent
cutting-edge works in the field. Reading material and discussing it is one
thing, but when it comes to really getting a grasp of the issues, sometimes
the best way to do this is by doing something active and getting involved.
As a way of providing you with some direction in this regard, I've included
a number of suggested activities at the back of each chapter. While you prob-
ably don’t have time to do them all, you may find that doing at least some
of them will make the written material more meaningful.
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A Few Concluding Comments

One of the things I always like to tell my students is this: Any system of edu-
cation is also a system of ignorance. Let me explain. Any time an educator
prepares a lecture or writes a paper or chapter, we tell the student or reader
what we think is important. There are many other things that might be
important that we don’t include. The danger of this is that important
insights and ideas can be overlooked. While this text tries to be as compre-
hensive as space allows, there is much that isn’t included. I encourage you
to be a critical consumer of the concepts, positions, and information pre-
sented. By all means, go to the original sources and explore any issue that
sparks your interest.

Finally, let me say that, regardless of whether or not you decide to pur-
chase or adopt this text, I want to thank you for taking the time to consider
it. If you have comments or questions, I'd be happy to hear from you.
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