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EC464

There’s No Excuse for Abuse
(Part 1 of a four-part series)

Kathy R. Bosch, Extension Specialist, Family Life Education

(Note: The majority of those who are abused 
are women and most abusers are male, therefore, 
respective pronouns will be used in this series. 
However, men also may be abused.)

October is recognized as National Domestic 
Violence Awareness Month and many community 
organizations hold programs and distribute materials 
to alert employees, employers and community leaders 
to the prevalence and severity of domestic violence. 
However, because partner abuse is so prevalent, the 
issue needs attention year-round. Over a decade ago, 
in 1996, Carla Stovall, former Kansas attorney general, 
said at the National Rural Families Conference there’s 
nothing domesticated about this type of violence. She 
called it “undomesticated violence .” She lost a friend 
who was murdered by the friend’s ex-husband. We all 
need to be advocates in the fight to end abuse. If every 
person would speak up against domestic violence, 
including verbal abuse, the number of assaults and 
even murders would decline. Tell people there’s no 
excuse for abuse. 

In this series of four articles, information will be 
provided from the Family Violence Prevention Fund, 
the Nebraska and Kansas Coalitions Against Sexual 
and Domestic Violence, Kansas State University 
Research and Extension, University of Nebraska–
Lincoln Extension, and many other research-based 
sources. You will learn; more about how you can 
help a woman who is being abused; how you can 
offer support to children in abusive situations; how 
you may approach potential abusers; how to access 
resources; steps that can be taken in the workplace to 
help end domestic violence; what to teach children 

about partner abuse; how to raise community 
awareness; and how you can be an advocate for 
family well-being and for the prevention of domestic 
violence. In 90 to 95 percent of domestic violence 
cases, the abused person is female, therefore, the 
abused person will be referred to as a female in this 
series. Some resources, such as outreach services, are 
available to men who are abused but they are often 
limited. Any abused person, regardless of gender or 
individual circumstance, must be persistent in asking 
for help. In these articles, the terms domestic violence 
and partner abuse are used interchangeably. 

Whether you know it or not, some people 
in your life are facing abuse or violence at home 
— maybe a friend, co-worker, neighbor or even a 
family member. For many reasons, it’s often hard for 
a woman to admit she is being abused by the man 
who is supposed to love her, nurture her and be her 
lifetime partner. She needs someone to validate that 
she is being abused, and that the violent behavior 
directed toward her is unacceptable, wrong, not to be 
tolerated and is a crime. She needs to know that she’s 
not over-reacting, there’s nothing wrong with her, and 
that she didn’t cause the abuse to happen. Domestic 
violence is a dominance and control issue (See the 
Dominance & Control Wheel). There are many forms 
of abuse besides the catastrophic physical and sexual 
abuse, such as emotional abuse, economic abuse, 
spiritual abuse, manipulation using children, and 
making threats. There are no easy answers and no easy 
solutions but by becoming more knowledgeable about 
domestic violence you can help to improve the quality 
of life for many women, men and families. One person 
can make a significant difference. You can make a 
difference.
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The Supportive Person’s Role

• Help validate abuse is happening.

• Assure her that violent behavior directed toward 
her is unacceptable, wrong and not to be tolerated.

• Inform her that the violent behavior directed 
toward her is a crime.

• Provide emotional support and encouragement. 
(e.g. “I am loved.”)

• Provide information and advice by telling her 
about advocates for domestic violence prevention 
and where to go for help. (e.g. Give her the toll-
free numbers to call.)

There are many ways you can tell if something is 
not right. A woman may have unexplained injuries and 
bruises or explanations that don’t make sense. Perhaps 
her children are frequently upset or withdrawn and 
won’t say why. She may cancel plans without an excuse 
or take extra precautions not to upset her partner. You 
may hear her being ridiculed or put down. She may tell 
you about some of the inappropriate behavior that is 
directed toward her. If you know a person who likely 
is being abused by her partner, she and her children 
need your help. One of the most dangerous times for 
a woman with an abusive partner is when she tries 
to leave or has left the abuser. But women will not be 
successful in their attempts to end abuse without help 
from family, friends and formal network, such as law 
enforcement and the legal system.

The following are suggestions of how you might 
help a woman living with an abusive partner:

• If you don’t want to get personally involved for 
any reason, encourage her to contact local shelter 
services or any of the contacts listed at the end of 
this article. In an emergency, contact 911.

• Ask direct questions about her situation.

• Give her time to talk; ask the same questions a few 
days later. Research indicates that women want 
their support network to be persistent in asking 
questions about the abuse. 

• Listen without judging.

• Let her know you care about her and that she’s not 
responsible for the abuse.

• Explain that physical violence in a relationship is 
never acceptable.

• Make sure she knows she’s not alone. Many abused 
women find it difficult to leave their abusers. There 
are many reasons for this as she may be fearful 

for her life, may be economically dependent, may 
feel safer knowing his whereabouts, may have 
emotional ties to her abuser, or may not feel she has 
any other option. Instead of judging her for staying, 
ask the question “why does he abuse her?” 

• Let her know partner abuse usually gets worse 
instead of better.

• Explain that domestic violence is a crime.

• Give her written information about how to 
protect herself. Small cards or booklets work well.

• Keep in mind that the abuser may screen her 
telephone calls and visits, as well as information.

• Provide information about local resources.

• Contact local services yourself for advice and 
guidance (e.g. law enforcement, shelter services, 
mental health, trained religious leaders, University 
Extension, legal aid).

• She may need help finding a place to live or to 
store belongings. She may need assistance to 
escape. Encourage her to store some money 
in a secret place. Use your good judgment and 
common sense when helping her find a safe place. 
It is best to refer her to shelter or outreach services 
as they are trained to help women living with an 
abusive partner. 

• Continue to be her friend even if she stays in the 
abusive relationship.

• Express your concern for her safety.

• Express your concern for her children’s safety.

• Encourage her to tell a doctor or nurse about the 
abuse.

• Encourage her to document all verbal threats and 
physical evidence.

• If she’s being stalked, help her find ways to keep 
safe. 

• If she is being stalked on the job, notify the 
supervisor of the situation. Ask about harassment 
policies or security measures to keep the 
workplace and employees safe. 

• If she has a Domestic Violence Protection Order 
or Harassment Protection Order, let her know that 
the abuser is breaking the law if he has any contact 
with her at all. Encourage her to call the police.

• Encourage her to keep any letters or taped 
telephone messages from the abuser.

• Encourage her to keep important papers in one 
safe place, such as driver’s license, birth certificates, 
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checkbook, Social Security cards and other 
important papers for herself and her children.

• If you see or hear an assault in progress, call the 
police. 

• Always use common sense before getting involved 
and when assisting a person in an abusive partner 
relationship. Safety must be a priority. Shelter and 
outreach service advocates are trained to deal with 
domestic violence and are a helpful resource. 

• Mothers can be empowered too. Moms can help 
their own children by sharpening their parenting 
skills and learning about safety for themselves 
and their children. Parenting in a Difficult 
Situation (MP86) is a learn-at-home University 
of Nebraska–Lincoln Extension course that moms 
can take to sharpen their skills. It was designed 
especially to help mothers living in an abusive 
situation. Printed copies may be purchased for $35 
by contacting (402) 472-9713. Hopefully a caring 
sister, friend or advocate will purchase this for a 
mother and help her work through these nine easy 
parenting lessons that also will help her build self-
esteem and self-confidence.

Help a child living in an abusive home:

You may know a family in which the father is abusive 
to the mother. There are some things you know for sure 
— the children in the family are witnessing domestic 
violence, are hurting and may be in physical danger. The 
experience of living with abuse is terrifying, traumatic 
and psychologically harmful for many children. Children 
may feel guilty, embarrassed, ashamed or frightened and 
often try to keep the abuse a secret. Although the children 
may be old enough to realize the family needs some 
help, they often don’t have the skills to access resources. 
Since the abuser often isolates his partner from family, 
friends and other social contacts, it may be difficult for 
the woman and her children to seek outside intervention. 
In many cases where women have reached out for 
support, they have been negated, discounted and blamed. 
Therefore, if you have the opportunity to be involved, try 
to intervene and offer supportive help to the woman and 
her children. 

The following are suggestions for helping children 
who witness domestic violence:

• If you don’t want to get personally involved for 
any reason, encourage the mother to contact 
local shelter services or any of the contacts listed 
below. If you suspect child abuse or neglect 
contact Health and Human Services immediately. 
In an emergency, contact 911 or the local police 
department.

• Show children that you care about them by 
making time to spend with them and letting them 
know you are a “safe” person to talk to.

• Ask the children questions directly and ask them if 
they or their mother have been hurt.

• You can try talking in general terms explaining 
that the child is not responsible and that abuse is 
wrong. The child needs to know that you know 
about the abuse.

• Offer to spend time away from home with the 
child. You may want to invite them to join you for 
a family outing or picnic. Going out for a soda 
pop may even be a treat.

• If the child opens up to you, make sure to ask if 
the child is being physically hurt. If so, contact 
Health and Human Services or the local police 
department to make a report.

• Consider approaching the child’s mother to offer 
help.

• Talk about some ways children can protect 
themselves during an attack. For example, they 
can get out of the way by going to their bedroom 
or the house of a friend or neighbor. They can call 
911 for help. 

• Don’t abandon the children once you’ve made the 
report. They need continued friendship with an 
adult they trust.

• Let the child know how you can be reached at any 
time of the day, for any reason.

For help in domestic abuse or violence call any 
of the following:

 In the event of an attack or immediate threat, call 
911 or your local police. 

 Nebraska Domestic Violence Sexual Assault 
Coalition (NDVSAC)

 Toll free crisis line 1-800-876-6238. Web site: 
http://www.ndvsac.org

 Kansas Crisis Hotline: 1-888-END-ABUSE

 Outside Nebraska or Kansas, call the toll free 
National Domestic Violence Hotline

 1-800-799-SAFE (7233) (voice) or 1-800-787-
3224 (TDD). 

 Rape, Abuse, Incest National Network (RAINN)
 1-800-656-HOPE (4673)

These toll free numbers will not show up on 
your telephone bill.
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Dominance
and

Control

Physical
Abuse
*Pushing, shoving, hitting
*Shaking, choking, pulling hair
*Punching, kicking, grabbing
    *Using a weapon or object
    *Beating, throwing her down
     *Twisting arms, tripping, biting,
        throwing things
        *Pushing her out of vehicle,
          leaving her in the cold

Adapted by Kathy Bosch, Ph.D. University of Nebraska: Domestic Abuse Intervention Project, Duluth, Minnesota, 1998.

The Dominance and Control Wheel
(An Abusive Relationship)

Isolation
*Controlling what she does, who she sees, who she 
talks to, where and when she goes
*Controlling what she reads, telephone, access to car
     *Limiting her outside involvement
            *Using jealousy or love to justify
                 actions
                   *Trying to turn her against others
                             and isolate herself

         Denying and Blaming
*Making light of the abuse

*Saying the abuse didn’t happen
*Shifting responsibility for abusive behavior

*Saying she caused it
*Blaming her for everything that goes wrong

    or if things aren’t perfect

Intimidation
*Making her afraid by using looks, 

actions, gestures, loud voice
*Smashing things or destroying her 

property

Spiritual
Abuse

*Not allowing her to
have or maintain her own 

spiritual belief system
*Forbidding her to attend 
church/religious services

*Ridiculing her for her values 
and beliefs

*Picking fights with her right 
before attending services and 

on religious holidays
*Using God (or supreme 
power) and religion as an 
excuse for being abusive

Using
Male

Privilege

Threats
*Making and/or carrying out 

threats to hurt her or the children
*Threatening to leave her, 

 Using Children
*Making her feel guilty about
the children
*Using the children to relay messages
*Using visitation to harass her
*Threatening to take the children away
*Putting her down, threatening her, or 
physically abusing her in front of the children
*Abusing the children
*Telling her she’s a bad mother

Sexual Abuse
*Making her do sexual acts 

against her will
*Physically attacking the 
sexual parts of her body

*Treating her like a sex object
*Hurting her during sexual 

acts
*Forceful sex (rape)

*Withholding
affection

  Economic
Abuse

Emotional Abuse
*Putting her down

*Making her feel bad about 
herself

*Calling her names
*Making her think she’s crazy

*Playing mind games
*Humiliating her 

*Making her feel guilty
*Giving her the silent 

treatment
*Trying to turn others against 

her through manipulation
*Making fun of her

*Holding
grudges
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*Abusing pets
*Displaying weapons
  *Driving recklessly

       *Preventing her from getting 
or keeping a job
*Making her ask for money

*Taking her money
*Not allowing her access to family income
 *When she spends money, ridiculing
         her choices
                    *Blaming her for not making
                                  enough money or
                                              having enough money

commit suicide, or report her to 
social services

*Making her drop charges
*Making her do illegal things or 

things against her wishes

*Treating her like a servant
*Making all the big 
decisions
*Acting like the ‘master
    of the castle’
*Abusing her when she 

goes against his will
*Keeping information
         from her
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