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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Incidence and prevalence of domestic violence in a UK
emergency department
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Background: American and Australian studies indicate that domestic violence is common among
patients attending for emergency care. It is not clear whether this applies to patients attending emer-
gency departments in the UK.
Methods: A single centre cross sectional study. Adult patients attending the emergency department of
Addenbrooke’s Hospital, Cambridge were interviewed in randomly allocated time blocks, using vali-
dated questions from a US study. Potential participants were excluded if they (1) were unwilling (2) had
an altered mental status (3) had a companion who refused to leave (4) were too ill (5) were unable to
speak English (6) personal contacts of the interviewer.
Results and Conclusions: 256 completed interviews were returned out of a possible 307 (84.8%).
The incidence of domestic violence was 1.2% (95% CI 0.2% to 3.4%). The lifetime prevalence of
domestic violence was 22.4% (95% CI 15.6% to 30.4%) among men and 22.1% (95% CI 15.1% to
30.5%) among women. The incidence and prevalence rates of domestic violence were considerably
lower than in the US study, but similar to prevalence rates recorded in British community surveys. A sig-
nificant association was found between reported domestic violence and reported deliberate self harm
in women (odds ratio 75.4 95% CI 13.1% to 433.7). There was no significant association between
higher use of medical care and domestic violence.
Interpretation: Domestic violence is common among patients attending for emergency care in the UK.
There is a significant association between domestic violence and deliberate self harm in women, fur-
ther work is required to see if this association is causal. Larger emergency department surveys are
required to confirm these results.

American1 and Australian2 studies have shown that
domestic violence is common among patients attending
for emergency care. Domestic violence research is ham-

pered by lack of an accepted definition. In this paper, domes-
tic violence is defined as “illness or injury resulting from the
deliberate actions of an intimate partner”. The definition is
restricted to adults. Police reports suggest that domestic
violence is a fact of life for millions of women in the UK.3 Evi-
dence from the USA1 and Australia4 indicates that substantial
proportions of patients who present in emergency depart-
ments are suffering ongoing domestic violence, but the data
reported are not easily compared because the studies differ in
terms of populations, data extraction, methods, and defini-
tions. Domestic violence may often not be reported to health
care professionals.1 5 While homicide by a partner is uncom-
mon in Britain6 there are many health consequences of
domestic violence. There is evidence from a Swedish cohort
study that victims of domestic violence have increased use of
medical care in all specialties, not just emergency care.7 There
is also some evidence that victims of domestic violence are
more likely to abuse their children.8

There has been little research in the UK on the epidemiol-
ogy of domestic violence. The British Crime Survey is a
continuing cross sectional community survey.9 The data have
been re-analysed with a definition of domestic violence that
includes physical and non-physical assault.3 This analysis
found that 26% of women reported domestic violence at least
once in their lifetime and 4.2% reported domestic violence
within one year. Most of the studies on violence conducted in
UK emergency departments relate to acute presentations of
physical assaults.10–12 These report much lower incidence rates
of domestic violence than US studies.

The reported incidence (11.7% to 30%) and prevalence rates
(about 50%) of domestic violence in US emergency depart-

ments appear much higher than published UK rates and do

not accord with clinical experience.1 11 12 The principal aim of

this study was to identify the incidence and prevalence of

domestic violence among patients of both sexes attending a

UK emergency department. Other aims were to test the

hypotheses that reported domestic violence was associated

with deliberate self harm, alcohol misuse, and increased use of

medical care. Victims of domestic violence are more likely to

report deliberate self harm than those who deny domestic

violence, though the strength of this association has not been

reported.1 It is not clear whether this association is causal or

not. There is debate whether ongoing domestic violence is

associated with alcohol dependence and if this association is

causal.

METHODS
A cross sectional interview based survey was performed in the

emergency department of Addenbrooke’s Hospital, University

of Cambridge over a two week period in 2001. Patients were

interviewed by a single interviewer during randomly allocated

time blocks of six hours on consecutive days. Patients were

approached after triage and asked to answer a few questions

while they were waiting for treatment. To improve compara-

bility with other studies, the questions about domestic

violence were those used in a widely cited US study.2 These

questions are well validated13 14 and inquire about physical and

non-physical domestic violence and are similar to those used

by the British Crime Survey.3 These questions had high inter-

nal consistency in the present study (Cronbach’s α=0.84.) The

CAGE questionnaire was used to identify problem alcohol

drinking.15 Deliberate self harm and use of medical care was

assessed by direct report. All patients were interviewed alone.

“Walking wounded” patients were interviewed in a separate

See end of article for
authors’ affiliations
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Correspondence to:
Dr A A Boyle, 1 Sutton
Close, Milton, Cambridge
CB4 6DU, UK;
Boylea@doctors.org.uk

Accepted for publication
24 September 2002
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

438

www.emjonline.com

 on 15 July 2005 emj.bmjjournals.comDownloaded from 

http://emj.bmjjournals.com


http://emj.bmjjournals.com







