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a b s t r a c t

Background: Many victims of domestic violence do not seek recourse to the needed medical and legal
services. The aim of this study was to determine the difficulties faced by and experiences of female
survivors of domestic violence during their medical and legal proceedings.
Method: We designed our study using a qualitative approach to understand the experiences of survivors
during the legal process as well as their feelings and attitudes towards domestic violence through in-
depth interviews. The data obtained from the participants were analyzed and synthesized using a the-
matic analysis procedure.
Results: Most of our participants reported different types of domestic violence, citing feelings of fear and
loneliness during these experiences. They reported feeling dissatisfied with their complaints being
ignored by the police and the perpetrators remaining unpunished. They complained of the complex
procedures and negligence of staff in health-care centers such as hospitals, and they reported being
shifted to several different places.
Conclusion: We believe that an assessment of such female survivors in terms of specific standards set by
specialists will help make improvements to the legal process. Education programs should be organized
for professionals dealing with survivors of domestic violence. Special health-care services with fast
proceedings must be established in health-care centers.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd and Faculty of Forensic and Legal Medicine. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Violence has become an increasingly common and important
public health concern worldwide. The World Health Organization
(WHO) defines violence as the intentional use of physical force or
power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or a
group or community that either results in or has a high likelihood of
resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment, or
deprivation.1

In a report published in 2002, the WHO revealed that violence
was predominantly family oriented and directed against women.1

Violence against women has become increasingly common
worldwide, regardless of geographical boundaries, economic
development, and education level.2e6

Studies conducted in developed countries report that one-to
two-thirds of women have been subject to domestic violence

perpetrated by their husbands.2,7,8 In developing countries, these
rates have been reported to be higher.8,9 According to data from the
“Study on Domestic Violence Against Women In Turkey,” con-
ducted in 2008, 39% of women reported being subject to physical
violence at any point in their lifetime; 15% of women suffered
sexual assault and 44% psychological abuse.10

According to the Turkish law titled “Law to Protect Family and
Prevent Violence againstWomen number 6284,” domestic violence
is defined as every instance of physical, sexual, psychological, and
economic violence occurring between family members or between
other people presumed to be family members regardless of
whether the victim and perpetrator of domestic violence live in the
same home. In particular, the law defines violence against women
as violent behavior (as defined previously) that is executed because
of a woman's gender or behavior that violates human rights by
discriminating based on gender.11

The different types of violence, defined as aggressive behavior
that causes psychological and physical harm, are described in the
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Emotional violence is constant emotional abuse that involves
persecution, emotional manipulation, and threats for reasons
described in the definition of violence (controlling, dominating,
etc.).

Emotional violence can be of various forms. First, emotional
violence can involve disregard, disdain, and/or denial of feelings
and emotional needs, such as compassion, care, attention, and
support, to ridicule a woman's religion, race, language, or cultural
group or to force a woman to behave against these beliefs.
Emotional violence also manifests as regularly banishing a woman
from her home, threatening her by leaving home, threatening her
or individuals who she cares about with bodily harm, using chil-
dren as a source of punishment, lying, yelling, vandalizing,
discouraging by staring or threatening, and humiliating verbally or
behaviorally in front of other individuals.12e14

Verbal violence is defined as the regular use of words and be-
haviors to scare, discourage, punish, or control. It can involve reg-
ular insults, name-calling, negative criticism, and ridicule.12e14

Economic violence is defined as the regular use of economic
means and money to threaten, control, or punish.12e14

Sexual violence refers to the use of sexuality to threaten,
discourage, or control. Sexual violence can include incestuous re-
lationships between family members and marital rape, causing
psychological trauma in victims.12e14

Examples of sexual violence include objectification of women,
extreme jealous behaviors, ridicule of a woman's sexual needs, the
use of sexual acts as punishment, obvious affairs with other
women, forced sex using brute force, rape, forced sexual acts, and
forced prostitution.12e14

Physical violence is the use of brute force to threaten,
discourage, or control a woman. This can involve pushing, slap-
ping, biting, strangling, kicking, punching, throwing furniture,
physically restricting a woman from entering or leaving a home,
and withholding aid when the woman is sick, injured, or
pregnant.12,15

After the first exposure to violence, a woman may continue to
live with her husband for various reasons, including financial
dependence, fear of losing the relationship or raising a child
without a father, and false promises from her partner. However,
some studies have shown that at every repetition of a violent act,
the woman's decision to continue the relationship can lead to
chronic violence. Dependence and economic dominance are both
risk factors that contribute to domestic violence. In such situations,
women tend to blame themselves and endure violence reinforced
by cultural norms.16

Violence directed toward women, children, and elders has
becoming a growing concern worldwide; however, such survivors
rarely approach forensic medicine departments. In societies where
violence is prevalent, domestic violence has become a social
norm.17e19

Survivors of domestic violence rarely report such incidents to
the police for various reasons, including security, shame, fear,
and lack of awareness.17e19 In general, survivors tend to conceal
such incidents rather than focusing on punishing the perpe-
trator. Survivors often remain silent about instances of domestic
violence, as they are economically and/or culturally dependent
on their husbands.20 Despite these barriers, some women do
lodge legal complaints, which are frequently stalled during legal
procedures. Moreover, police officers or health-care pro-
fessionals may engage in inappropriate behaviors with these
women. A previous study showed that only 10% of health-care
professionals behaved appropriately toward survivors of do-
mestic violence.21

Several legal arrangements have beenmade to address domestic
violence in Turkey. For instance, “The Convention on the

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women”
(CEDAW) was signed in 2000, which ensures that women can ap-
peal to international authorities directly to protect their rights.12

According to the “Turkish Criminal Code,” the legal pro-
cedures for the punishment of sexual assault are dependent on
the consent of the woman. However, in cases of domestic sexual
assault, the necessity of a woman's complaint is expressed
differently.22

The 1998 “Law to Protect Family number 4230” was renamed in
2013 as the “Law to Protect Family and Prevent Violence against
Women number 6284.” According to this act, the police must take
necessary steps when a domestic violence complaint is made.
These steps include taking protective and preventive measures
prescribed by the law in critical situations, reporting the incident to
the civil authority or justice department to start the legal process,
and informing Ş€ON_IM. Ş€ON_IM is a center that provides counseling,
guidance, and support for preventive and protective measures
against incidents of violence. It has a predominantly female staff on
duty and is open 7 days a week, 24 h a day. As defined in the law,
protective precautions include providing temporary or permanent
shelter, counseling and guidance, temporary protection, and day-
care centers for children, which can be arranged by the civil au-
thorities. Conversely, a judge can arrange for other protective pre-
cautions, such as changing workplaces, moving to new homes,
restraining the perpetrator from entering the home, and changing
one's identity and other official documents. Similarly, judges can
enact preventive measures, such as removing the perpetrator from
a woman's home or workplace, limiting the perpetrator's rela-
tionship with his children, and removing a perpetrator's weapons
whether they are legally permitted or not. Due to the physical and
mental trauma caused by violence, it is imperative that health-care
services and judicial authorities act swiftly to protect the victim and
obtain medical evidence. Furthermore, studies have shown that
initiating legal processes and identifying perpetrators based on
medical evidence in cases of domestic violence can help prevent
similar incidents in future.23e25

In this study, we aimed to determine the difficulties and expe-
riences of female survivors of domestic violence during medical
and legal proceedings. Better insight into these experiences and
difficulties faced can help us design appropriate solutions to pre-
vent and address domestic violence.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Study design

We defined survivors as women exposed to domestic violence
by their intimate partners or former intimate partners including
husbands, fianc�es, and boyfriends. We designed our study using a
qualitative approach to understand not only survivors’ experiences
during the legal process but also their feelings and attitudes to-
ward domestic violence by conducting in-depth interviews. Our
qualitative study was approved by the Non-invasive Clinical
Research Review Board of the Dokuz Eylul University Faculty of
Medicine.

2.2. Participants

The participants included patients assessed at the Department
of Forensic Medicine in the Dokuz Eylül University Faculty of
Medicine between 2001 and 2013. Their telephone numbers were
obtained from our data bank retrospectively. We called 45 of our
patients, but only 25 of them could be reached. Ten of these pa-
tients agreed to participate voluntarily in our study. This analysis
includes the 10 women who reported incidents of domestic
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